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To my family, my friends,

and my fellow travelers on the river of life

Autumn’s tint was on the leaf. 

The waning day was drawing near. 

There was a river flowing by clear

And bright fresh from distant mountains’ 

Ancient glacial field,

Flowing on and on to the stiller waters of

The broader valley. 

Flow thou river, flow thou on. 

Thy soft evening breeze forever gone, 

Thy presence now becomes aeon. 

James Meikle
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1852: Marilla
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When the river takes you, you will know. That’s why my brother Henry didn’t make a sound. One moment he was fording the wagon across the river, next he was yanked down under, at the mercy of the current made mighty by autumn rain. 

Rivers have no mercy. This is what the West has taught me. 

My name is Marilla Washburn. I am twelve years old. A woman now, or so I am told. My parents’ oldest living child. 

Here at Fort Vancouver, the sky is always gray and weeping, matching my mother’s tears. I cry too. I cannot lie. There is nothing here for us but cholera and death, or suffering, if we survive. 

This journey has taken us over two thousand miles, and now we are in a place that is nothing like home. It is all mud, flooding, and rain. Dark clouds and deep forests that crowd around you, choking out life. We are shriveled and wasting; I can count all my bones. The food at the fort is bland and watery, but I must eat it anyway. It is the only thing keeping me alive. 



When you cross the prairie, it seems there is nothing but sky. Bright white-blue sky, darker blue at the edges, with the sun hot above. It’s impossible to get lost here. The ruts from all the wagons that have gone before are deep and wide, worn to a brown like a buffalo’s hide. 



The year Marilla and her family came west, as many as 6,000 people and their animals walked the same route over a period of six months. Everyone walking in the tracks of those who’d come before. Everyone needing water for life. 

They had to drink from the same source as their livestock. Their water was often contaminated with animal and human waste, rife with cholera bacteria.

Home on the Oregon Trail was a box with a tent on top, pulled by oxen, rolling on wooden wheels. You lived that way for two thousand miles between your old home in the east and your new home out west, a home that you would have to build for yourself out of the trees and the land. 

Covered wagons could travel up to twenty miles per day, depending on the weather. Despite her nineteenth-century mode of transportation, Marilla moved farther during her lifetime than I have during mine. 

The truth: I’m afraid to leave what I know. 



There are ruts from the Oregon Trail so deep you can see them still. Twin lines where no grass grows. An unhealed wound on the land, with buried bones to mark the way. 

A few years of travel, and ruts endure for 150 years. A few decades of burning coal, and even the moths change color to blend into their newly sooty surroundings. A few years of driving cars across a grated bridge in Hood Canal, and tire particles poison scores of salmon. A couple big bombs were built to end one war and spent plutonium rods leak into the soil for millennia. 

Eventually, the earth reclaims her own. Retribution is swifter than you think.



...a great wave of excitement, the Western fever, swept over all that part of the country. Nearly everybody was talking about the Willamette Valley, the Puget Sound country, or California. Father decided to go to Oregon. He made a contract to bring four families across the plains, he to furnish wagons, teams and drivers for a stipulated amount. 

We started out with five wagons. Father brought out some blooded mares. One of them was a fine Morgan mare. Two of our wagons were drawn by horses and the other three by oxen. 

Marilla Washburn 

She gathers camas roots in her skirts. Bonnet swinging from her neck. She is brown as the earth, as the world. 



Most of the time we walked barefoot. We went ahead of the wagons so we wouldn’t choke on their dust. We stubbed our toes on rocks and had to keep a sharp eye out for rattlesnakes and cacti. 

But when we rode the horses, we flew like birds in the wind. The prairie dust below us distant as clouds.

One thing true about this universe: all living things must eat. Sometimes, they get to choose what they eat. Sage hens and jackrabbits were readily available along the Oregon Trail, but Marilla and her siblings hated them. They preferred antelope and buffalo. 

The buffalo would come on a cloud of dust with a noise like thunder. Like ocean waves, Marilla said, when she was older and had lived by the Pacific. The buffalo ran slowly, but as one, an unyielding herd of massive creatures running to the river to drink. Wagon trains had to divide themselves to let the buffalo through. 

It was easy, then, to think that the buffalo would always multiply. Easy to think there would always be enough. 

This land rolls on, flat plains unspooling like cloth ripped open by the slow burn of a river, punctured by the crucifix of an ancient tree. 

We hear the buffalo before we see them. They are a sound like the crashing of ocean waves. We see their great dust billow up from the horizon and I feel an animal fear in my belly, a knowing of death in my ribs. My heart beats fast as we pull the team to a halt. 

The buffalo do not stop for anything, or so we have heard. But as we wait under the cover of our wagon, the earth seizing and quaking in fits, the buffalo part around us, running on. Their great hairy bodies stink of musk and manure, their powerful shoulders rolling on and on like the endless plain. 



We used to see a cloud of dust rising, and Father would call out to get ready to divide the train. Soon we would hear a low roar, like the sound of surf, and then we would see a big herd of shaggy-haired buffaloes, their heads held low, running at a slow lumbering trot to the river to drink. They wouldn’t stop for anything, so we gave them the right of way. Several times we had to divide our train to let them through. We ate buffalo meat and antelope. Some of the families ate sage hens and jackrabbits, but we kids didn’t like them and would go hungry before we would eat them.

Marilla Washburn

Stand in an open plain where the rim of the skydome, entirely unnotched by so much as a hill, entirely encircles you, especially at sunrise or sunset, try to see the end of things and you can’t. Earth seems to reach to never, never, and you almost forget there is any under your feet; in fact, you seem to be in suspension. Then, startled, you are again conscious of the ground beneath you. 

Really, vastness is even more impressed upon you than in the company of stupendous heights. Loneliness is more apt to seize you, and you are imprisoned, for there is no landmark where you may go. With no hills and mountains to beckon you, you essay to keep on direction, but when will somewhere come in sight?

Walter Meikle

This country feels like forever. Grassy plains, clouds, sun, sometimes rain. The furry heads of dandelions gone to the wind. I do not remember the way the world was before: no churches, no cities, no clapboard houses listing gray along the horse-muddied streets. No wells, no privies. No amber fields of grain. 

Just the flat wide rivers and the tall grass, the rabbits in the weeds. The buffalo on a thousand hills. The lusty shrieks of coyote—every night when we try to sleep, they come closer. 

We are getting closer to our destination. The destiny of a nation: the West. 
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