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INTRODUCTION

Igrew up on a dairy farm in northern New England and, just as with people I’ve come to know who grew up on Western ranches, I wouldn’t trade such an idyllic upbringing for anything. Well … maybe summers on a Montana ranch. And for that small qualification I blame Mom and Dad. They were raised during the heyday of TV Westerns, and I grew up hearing from them all about Annie Oakley, Marshal Matt Dillon (for whom I’m told I’m named), the Cartwright Clan, Rowdy Yates, Paladin, and so many more. It’s almost as if these characters were distant cousins who’d gone West and done well for themselves.

Whenever reruns came on our tiny black-and-white set, I was glued to Little Joe’s every move. I just knew that nothing could be finer than life in a log cabin, a pinto horse saddled and waiting outside—just in case—and a saloon a quick gallop down the road. (Riding heifers in a bony Vermont pasture isn’t quite the same.) I also read stacks of Louis L’Amour’s frontier tales, saw the Duke on the big screen, and vowed I would one day live out West.

With the encouragement of my wife, Jennifer, it eventually happened. I’ve had the great good fortune to be able to not only live in the West but to study it, delving into its rich history with both arms, and to write about it in fiction and nonfiction forms. And the more people and places and events I learn about, the more fascinated I become. The great era of westward expansion in nineteenth-century America humbles me like no other time period, especially when I read about the hard work, hardships, and heartaches that so many people endured to travel West, often with little more than hearsay and blind faith to guide them. Their talismans a family Bible and the memory of a loved one back East they knew they would never again see. And still they headed West. In droves, singly and by the thousands, on wagon trails through rough, unforgiving country.

As I’ve researched various projects, I’ve turned up unexpected gems, tales of bold pioneers, of natives steadfast in their devotion to traditions thousands of years old, and of settlers who built and rebuilt towns and cities in blind devotion to their ideals. For every Custer, Crazy Horse, Hugh Glass, Wyatt Earp, and Sacajawea, there are countless others whom circumstance and time conspired to bury before their tales were told. They carried on in silence, hoping to find that perfect valley for raising crops, that overlooked stream bursting with beaver, that claim veined with gold.

While everyday life in the old West bore little resemblance to the Hollywood back lot sets of the TV shows of my youth, life in the nineteenth-century West was truly gritty—by definition, that which is tough, filled with courage, and uncompromising. In the course of researching these episodes, I didn’t need to stray far from that basic definition. A person would be hard-pressed to find a grittier time and place than the old, wild-and-woolly West. Lawlessness, for example, was usually only tolerated for so long before ordinary, hardworking citizens said, “Enough’s enough,” and did something about the offending individuals. More often than not the practical solution involved a rope and a stout tree branch.

From slaughters, shootouts, and massacres spurred on by all manner of motives, to maulings, lynchings, and natural disasters, these fifty moments have all the gripping elements required of a storyteller: heroes and heroines with impressive potential; villains capable of the foulest of deeds; strength of will to help our characters overcome adversity.

These episodes are set on the plains, mountains, and deserts of the West, locales redolent of the mystique and allure of that special time and place in our nation’s history. The book was constructed with three categories in mind: Mountain Men and Indians; Man versus Nature; and Cowboys and Gun-fighters. It runs chronologically from the dawn of the nineteenth century to the dawn of the twentieth century. Roughly gathered, these elements helped define my task and gave shape and direction to each chapter. These moments led to others, some to trails that dead-ended, but more often than not to episodes that proved even more fascinating. The result, of course, was that I ended up with far more stories than this book could hold.

The chapters are arranged chronologically so that the reader will gain a sense of how the nineteenth century changed—opening like a promising flower for white European explorers even while becoming a barren, forlorn place for native people. Another segment of the population fell squarely in the middle—the explorers who saw the promise of the land before them and then lost everything in their quest for it. They too are included here, for who among us hasn’t fallen flat on his or her face a time or two? The trick, as these admirable people have taught me, is to push ourselves up out of the gravel, wipe our bloodied noses, and head for the horizon.

Though I did use a bit of poetic license by adding dialogue and supporting characters, the fiction writer in me was tempted to let the characters wander a bit more than they actually did. But reining in that impulse and sticking to the facts provided far more grist for the mill. My mother is fond of saying that truth is stranger than fiction, and as much as I hate to admit it … she’s right. But I’d alter her phrase to say that truth is more fascinating than fiction.

After all, who can conjure a tale more fantastic than the saga of Hugh Glass and his 350-mile crawl across a harsh landscape, his survival reliant more on raw revenge than on the meager foodstuffs he was able to find? Or the seemingly endless travails of Marie Dorian as she crossed an unforgiving winter mountain landscape with her two boys, at the edge of starvation and snow-blind part of the time? Or the vicious treatment of the Cheyenne at the hands of the U.S. Army at Sand Creek? Or the exhilaration and despair felt by John Wesley Powell and his crew as they marveled at the magnificent presence of the Grand Canyon from below and at the same time fought hunger and pounding rapids, day after day, month after month? Or Janette Riker, orphaned in the Northern Rockies in the winter of 1849? She shrugged off despair and hunkered down for the long haul, despite repeated attempts by mountain lions and wolves to dislodge and devour her. She held on until spring, and went on to forge a life as a pioneer woman, wife, and mother.

It is this bold spirit, desire for freedom, and yearning for new, unfettered experience that is at the heart of this book. The history of the Wild West is rich and brimming with gritty characters who find themselves in grittier encounters, resulting in the grittiest of moments. I could go on, but why take the fun out of it for you?

In closing, if this book contains errors, they are mine. If, however, these gritty moments are found to be thrilling, fulfilling, and worthy of further exploration—history is wholly responsible.

Happy trails to you. It’s time to saddle my pinto… .

—Matthew P. Mayo

Bozeman, Montana

April 2009


1
HEAD-SMASHED-IN BUFFALO JUMP

For more than five thousand years, the Plains Indians hunted buffalo throughout the Rocky Mountains by driving entire herds over high cliffs. The Head-Smashed-In site was in use for many centuries, as evidenced by the thirty-foot-deep deposits of bone at the base. It got its name from the young Blackfoot Indian who wanted to see, up close, the buffalo as they jumped off the cliff.

[image: image]

Stout Tree watched his father and brothers prepare for the great buffalo hunt. His mother readied her tools for butchering the great shaggy beasts. “I want to help,” he said finally, standing in front of his father.

The man looked down at him. “Soon you’ll be out there with me and your brothers. But not this year. You know that, Stout Tree.”

He fought to keep from showing anger, nodded at his father, and left the lodge. He longed for the day when he could be with the warriors all the time. He no longer wanted to merely watch as the warriors drove the buffalo off the cliffs, he wanted to help. He wanted to be the one to wear the sacred buffalo skin with head and horns. He wanted to be the one to lure the herd to the cliffs. He felt certain that he could do that. But that honor had gone to one of his older bothers this year, as it had in years past gone to his father.

One day he would show them all what a fine warrior he was. Perhaps next year. But that did nothing to quell the frustration he felt now. As the tribe moved out from the camps they had set up nearby the cliffs (as they did each year at this time) with each step he studied the cliffs over which the beasts would plunge.

He knew what would happen soon—the panicked beasts would run and push and ram each other in their frenzy. And the decoy warrior, disguised as a buffalo, would run just ahead of the surging herd until at the last moment possible he would jump off the edge to a shelf and crouch there as the animals thundered closer, then flew down past him like great, flawed birds.

Would it not be an amazing sight to see those beasts as no one had ever seen them before? Looking up from underneath would be even better than acting as a decoy warrior. He might not be allowed to participate in the hunt and drive to the cliffs, might not be one of the men who emerged from behind the rocks along the way and frightened the straying buffalo back into the crowd before they reached the cliff’s edge, but there was a way he could experience the jump like no one ever had.

Stout Tree’s heart quickened as he made up his mind. It would be a matter of slipping away from the women and children and old men—for he was none of these—and finding his way to the base of the cliffs. He had seen the buffalo surge ahead and off the cliff for as long as he could remember, and he knew they flew out into the air before dropping. There was room enough for his entire tribe to stand underneath and see this great wonder. For the briefest moment he wanted to share this news with everyone, but he knew they would prevent him from doing it. He smiled to himself and darted from rock to rock, making his way to the base of the buffalo jump cliffs.

[image: image]

The distant rumbling traveled down from the plain above, and Stout Tree felt the stuttering thuds through the cliff face. The jolting increased in power and he felt it work through him, from his back pressed to the rock wall, into his guts, and out through him. It was like nothing he’d ever experienced. The sound, too, built rumble upon rumble, like a late summer thunderstorm, rolling slow at first, taking all day to reach his village by the river, and then … Boom!

Before him a black shape pitched down as if it were a cloud falling. Then another, and another, and he realized he was seeing what he had hoped to see—the falling of the buffalo. Then the noise became enormous. The very rocks under his feet trembled and the sky grew black. Dust plumed into his face and the entire world shook. The rocks on which he stood slid away and he felt himself pulled forward. Stout Tree fell and rolled down the slope, not believing this could happen, astonished even as he became part of the crushing blackness.

[image: image]

It was hours before the warriors had killed all the crippled and maimed buffalo lying in writhing piles at the base of the jump. The women had begun right away butchering the animals at the outer edges. This had been a large herd and the hunters made sure that every member had been driven over the edge and killed. If even one escaped it would join another herd and the knowledge of this place and what it was used for would taint that herd. Such knowledge spread from buffalo to buffalo as a warrior’s knowledge passes from father to son.

It was not until He Who Knows the Wind shouted for help, from deep within the middle of the pile of dead buffalo, that anyone knew what happened to Stout Tree. That year’s hunt should have been a time of rejoicing for the tribe, but now it was tainted with grief for the young boy who had so wanted to be a warrior.

In his honor, the place was named for him as they found him: Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump.

[image: image]

In addition to the Head-Smashed-In site, located near Fort Macleod in Alberta, Canada, Ulm Pishkun Buffalo Jump, the largest in the world, is located just south of Great Falls, Montana. The cliffs there range more than a mile in length, and archaeological digs at their base have turned up evidence of bison bones compacted to a depth of thirteen feet. The site, in use between 900 B.C. and A.D. 1800, was given an extensive mention in Meriwether Lewis’s journals of Wednesday, May 29, 1805.

Plains Indians used this method of hunting for thousands of years, with some sites still in use as late as 1800. It was a most effective and relatively safe means of dispatching large numbers of their most valued source of sustenance. They had to make sure that every member of the chosen herd had been driven over and killed. The Plains Indians knew, through experience, that knowledge of the jumps would indeed pass from escaped buffalo to new herds. European hunters did not understand or approve of these methods, though their own methods eventually resulted in the near extinction of the Plains buffalo.


2
GRISLY EXPEDITION

On May 14, 1805, Lewis and Clark’s ambitious expedition was almost left severely short-handed when a hunting party of six men in canoes spied a massive grizzly sleeping three hundred yards from the river. They fired, piercing its lungs… and then it bolted after them.

[image: image]

That bear is a brute,” whispered Sergeant Ordway to one of the six men in the hunting party. They both watched the massive honey-colored beast as it snored, its back to them, utterly unaware of their presence. They had paused in their slow, low crawl toward the animal. Forty yards away from it, they were still undetected. A low-flying bee lazily circled the bear’s head. An ear tip twitched once, twice, and still the bear’s massive furred side rose and fell in the steady rhythm of a seemingly deep sleep.

Ordway agreed in silence with the bear’s decision to take a nap. It was a cloudless day in mid May and the sun was unusually warm this late afternoon, a warmer day than they’d had in nearly a week.

Ordway raised himself from a crouch in the tall grass of the meadow. He saw movement off to his right. It was the other four men, all sharing glances with him. Following his lead, they stood, raised their rifles to their shoulders, and sighted on the bear. Two of the four stood at the ready, rifles poised, waiting. From their past experiences with the great brown bears, they knew that a following round of shots may well be needed.

The leader felt a pang of regret shortly before he and the other three designated first shooters opened fire on the unsuspecting beast. It was the only thing in the meadow engaged in an innocent pursuit and they were here to kill it. But duty and a hunter’s curiosity overcame his moment of weak emotion.

Within seconds the four shots stuttered and boomed across the rolling grass plain. And quicker than any creature of its size had a right to react, the great brown brute rose as if scalded. A blood-chilling roar emanating from the beast froze them all in their tracks—for a brief moment. For that is all they had before the beast’s massive claws pawed up great clumps of prairie grass and it lunged, open-mouthed, at the closest of them.

The two men who had held their fire now discharged their shots. Both found their mark. One was but a petty wound but the second broke the bear’s shoulder. And for the span of a breath Ordway and his men thought the beast might go down. Each man hurriedly worked at reloading his weapon. But the bear recovered, and broke once again into a full gallop at them.

“Run, men! Run for the river!” Ordway’s order was not necessary, as the brute, showing little sign of injury, was already bearing down on them. As it gained ground, the two men at the rear of the small group of hunters broke off toward the beached canoes, lunging at the nearest craft without pushing it into the water. The bear slowed not a whit, bawling and slavering and shaking its head as though a swarm of bees surrounded its face.

Ordway and the other three stumbled to a stop and crouched in a cluster of willow saplings to reload their rifles. After they finished tamping the balls down, they wasted no time in again drawing aim at the beast and shooting. In doing so they managed to keep the bear from a final lunge at the men in the canoe. They also managed to lure the bear’s attention to themselves.

But the speed with which the bear recovered and charged astonished them all. Their single shots spent, they threw aside their rifles and pouches and jumped straight off the shaggy rim of a twenty-foot embankment and into the swirling Missouri River below. They thrashed into the water, swimming toward the far shore in an attempt to put even more distance between them and the unstoppable beast they had angered. But it was almost all for naught. The lunging jaws, snarling, shaking head, and great rippling body of the savage creature did not break stride but burst straight after the second shooter, plunging off the same grass knob less than a man’s-length behind the shrieking hunter.

A great and rending roar accompanied this impressive action, and the bear pitched forward into the water and lay still, waves pulsing outward from the now-sopping form of the great beast.

For long seconds, no one said anything, so astonished were they that the great bear’s roaring and slavering had ceased. The men in the river snorted and wiped at their wet faces with their sleeves. They cautiously strode through the shallows to the bear, dark clouds in the water indicating its bloody leaks. A rope was retrieved from a canoe and the bear was dragged ashore. All hands participated in the butchering. It was found that the bear took no less than eight lead balls, two in the lungs alone, before it had expired.

[image: Hunting of the Grizzly Bear by Karl (Charles) Bodmer. Lewis and Clark’s men thought that eight lead balls would be enough to kill the big grizzly. They were nearly wrong. Courtesy Library of Congress]

The last shot, fired from on shore by Sergeant Ordway, had blazed straight into the bear’s head, stopping its rampage for all time. The men who’d scrambled off the embankment slapped Ordway’s great buckskin clad shoulders and thanked him heartily.

“Knowing this country,” said the sergeant, “I’ve no doubt you’ll have the opportunity to repay me one of these days.” They all laughed, nervous and exhausted, and finished working the carcass. The meat proved not to be worth their time as the bear was past its prime, but the skin was worth taking.

[image: image]

Meriwether Lewis and William Clark’s Corps of Discovery, so designated by President Thomas Jefferson, was charged with finding the most direct water route across the country to the Pacific Ocean. Beginning in 1803, this epic expedition lasted two years, four months, and ten days, and covered eight thousand miles. It was a monumental success and provided the world with many first glimpses of the unexplored frontier. The expedition also cleared the trail for the great influx of pioneers who would transform the raw wilderness into a place largely unrecognizable.


3
RUN, MAN! RUN!

In 1809, in what would become Montana, John Colter ran naked and weaponless from the dreaded Blackfeet and into the pages of history. It was not Colter’s first skirmish with the violent tribe, nor would it be his last.
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Under the jam of logs jutting into the current of the Jefferson Fork of the Missouri River, Colter eased lower into the water until it pooled into his eyes. His lungs and windpipe burned with the need for air, but the gnarled toes and horned, calloused skin of a warrior’s bare feet hugged a log inches from his face. He needed to remain still.

He thought back to the events of the past few hours. He and his trapping partner, Joe Potts, should have known better than to drift in their canoes so far into Blackfoot territory. But the beaver were plentiful and so the men had continued on up the Missouri, setting their traps. And then the band of Blackfoot warriors had come upon them with nary a sound, though there were hundreds of them lining the east bank. Colter was sure they would kill them both where they sat, but instead they had demanded the white men come to shore. Colter had done so, reluctant but sure of the outcome should they resist. As soon as he stepped from his canoe, a swarm of squaws attacked him, stripping him of everything but his skin.

“Tell the other white man to come to shore.”

Colter relayed the chief’s request to Potts. Twice. But it was no good. He knew Potts too well to expect the man to give up without a fight. And he hadn’t. Within seconds a warrior had driven a ball into the stubborn trapper’s shoulder. Potts returned fire, killing the Indian who shot him. It was the work of a half-minute more before Potts was peppered in a vicious volley from the eastern shore of the river.

Colter gritted his teeth, lest they rattle in the cold water and alert the Blackfeet still searching the shoreline. As he waited for them to leave, unbidden images of Potts’s end once again flooded his mind’s eye. After the warriors dragged Potts’s canoe to shore, shrieking squaws picked clean his companion’s body, hacking at the bloodied thing until it was nothing more than hunks of meat and bone. And all the while they flung parts of his friend at him until Colter dripped with his friend’s gore.

A great argument ensued among the younger warriors and the chiefs. Colter knew enough of the lingo to tell they were of differing minds as to what to do with him. But from the smirks on the faces of the ring of warriors, he knew this was but the beginning.

A chief stepped forward. “Can you run, white man?”

“I can, though I am out of practice and not that swift.”

More smirks and laughter met his remark. The younger warriors began shucking their clothes and extra gear.

The chief led him to the edge of the wide, clear plain. Colter looked over his shoulder at a line of braves, noted the restless shiftings of the younger warriors, then heard the shouts. “Run, white man!” And he did.

Within seconds, the line of warriors broke. He knew the river lay roughly six miles ahead of him over hard ground riddled with prickly pear, sharp rocks, and Lord knew what else. The river’s rushing water and brush-lined slopes offered the only chance, however slim, he might have for escape. But the rough terrain already lashed his feet, leaving them bleeding and throbbing. And his chest heaved hard as a smithy’s bellows.

He heard the rage in the yelping voices of his followers as they saw him outdistance them. They did not expect that he would be fast on his feet. He had lied to them. Odd, he thought, that a captive’s word should be trusted. He quashed a grim smile that licked at his mouth. There would be time enough for gloating later. He hoped.

Bitterness like strong, black tea filled his throat. Without warning blood gushed from his mouth and nose, flowed down his face and chest. He felt no pain. Had he been shot? It had happened before, in a skirmish with the same damnable tribe, but he’d felt that ball slam his leg like the head of a ramming bull. He risked a look at his chest. There was no pain, no visible wound. It must be his heart, nothing more. Never had he breathed so hard in his life.

Colter risked another quick glance behind. The two score or more warriors were still in pursuit but straggling, their strength leaving them. He guessed he must have traveled more than half the six-mile distance to the river. The sound of his breathing, hard and sharp, now held a ragged edge, reminding him of the death rattle of a grizzly he’d killed on the Lewis and Clark expedition. The beast had fought harder than any animal he’d ever encountered.

He drew strength from the memory and surged forward. However slight, such extra effort might mean the difference between life and death. Every tick of the clock’s hand counted with an immensity he knew he would only appreciate later, in front of a fire with his fellows, recounting this vicious day.

But his breathing was too ragged, too uneven. And that’s when he realized the sound he heard was not merely his own breath but also the exhalations of another joining his. He looked backward. Gaining on him was a young warrior, running full out, the glint of bloodlust in his dark eyes, a lance carried in one hand as if it weighed nothing at all.

They were passing through sparse thickets now and Colter knew that here he may have to make his stand, though it might mean his end. The warrior was gaining on him. As the young mountain man wove his way through the thickets dotting the plains, instinct yanked him to a stop. He whipped low to the ground, kneeling in wait, knowing he could not disguise his heaving breath. Within seconds, the pounding of the warrior’s feet filled his ears and a muscled leg flashed in front of him, closer than expected. Colter lashed out with his only weapons— his brawny hands—and gripped that leg with a raw power born of anger. He sprang at the man and slammed the body to the coarse ground.

For the span of a single heartbeat the faces of the two adversaries were inches apart, their eyes blazing at each other. The warrior spun, knocking the white man aside with a sinewy arm and thrusting his lance. But just as the white man’s fleet-footedness had shocked them all, so now did the speed with which Colter blocked the lance, slamming an open hand into the shaft and snapping it in two. The blow knocked the warrior off-balance. That brief moment gained was all Colter needed.

Time was his most precious resource and he did not waste a drop. With a knee rammed tight to the warrior’s gut he grasped the top half of the lance, stone tip down, and pushed on the ragged haft with his own shoulder. The warrior’s defeat was evident in his eyes even before the honed tip pierced his skin. In another heartbeat it was finished. The warrior bucked like an empty dugout in hard rapids, his own blood, hot and red, pulsed from his wide mouth, coloring his teeth with his own death.

Colter stared for but a moment, no sympathy evident on his visage or in his heart. This was no one to be pitied. He yanked the shoulder blanket from beneath the man, the warrior’s blood already seeping into one corner of the woven thing.

He tried to ignore the raw, weeping wounds that were the soles of his feet, the lacerated mess of his body, and the fact that his breathing sounded more like something ripped and windblown than that which he relied upon for life. As he peered from behind the thicket, he saw that while the horde of warriors had thinned (indeed, many were doubled over, clutching their sides and heaving into the waving grasses), a few were still advancing with worrying speed. He kept low and, clutching the blanket, thundered on toward the river.

[image: image]

Through the first hours of dark, the numbing cold of the water kept Colter from deep sleep. He briefly dozed, and when he came to, it was a clouded night, perfect for travel across open land. He peered into the dark, listening, then began to swim downstream with the current, hoping he was making the right choice. When he finally pulled himself from the water, he crouched in the undergrowth lining the riverbank.

He did not curse his luck, for he was not a man who believed in such foofaraw, but he knew it would take a heap of hard work on his part to make it out of the land of the Blackfeet alive. These first miles were nothing more than a gift. He faced at least two weeks of hard travel to cover the two hundred or so miles that stood between him and Manuel Lisa’s fort. He knew that in the dark, far to his left, stood imposing cliffs. The Blackfeet would not expect him to make such a climb out of their valley. John Colter set off at a lope, the beginnings of a smile pulling at his mouth.

[image: image]

John Colter, who blazed trails with Lewis and Clark and who was the first white man to discover the Yellowstone region’s natural wonders, experienced two more run-ins with the Blackfeet before swearing off his wilderness life forever. He married, set to farming in Missouri, and died penniless of jaundice at age thirty-eight in November, 1813, just four years after his series of infamous escapes from the Blackfeet. His wife, Sally, without funds to bury him, left his body in their rough home with a note pinned to his shirt and his old possibles bag around his neck. In it were receipts for plews he’d sold during his six-year tenure as the first mountain man.


4
A BRUTAL END

In 1809, George Drouillard, indispensable half-French and half-Shawnee member of the Lewis and Clark expedition, master of many languages, and expert hunter and guide, was working for the Missouri Fur Company. Deep in Blackfoot country near the headwaters of the Upper Missouri River, he ignored warnings to stay close to camp.
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As he guided his horse along the Jefferson River, following the same route he’d taken the two previous days, Thomas James’s words of caution rang in George Drouillard’s ears. He didn’t need the advice, but the kindly remarks, he knew, were prompted as much by the man’s fear of losing a valuable resource as from concern for his safety.

He was alert to every slight scuffle and twig snap in the surrounding undergrowth. He shifted his rifle to a looser position in the crook of his arm and noted again that his pistol, tucked in his sash, was at the ready. It was a dangerous game he was playing, and any amount of luck, especially out here in the wild, was about as predicable as a grizzly’s temper, but he’d be damned if he was going to sit in that camp in the midst of all those scared men.

Was he not, after all, half Indian himself? And did he not have more experience in these woods than anyone else in the small band? If he wanted to make a mark with this company, then his money was to be made here, in this land crawling with beaver. If it happened to be in Blackfoot and Gros Ventre country, then so be it. If no one made an attempt, no one would ever succeed in trapping here. And there was plenty of beaver to be trapped, his previous two days’ efforts proved that.

The trees thinned and opened into a small clearing. He’d noted it yesterday when he returned from checking his traps. He held tight to the river, and though he couldn’t see it he knew it was there, but a few dozen yards to his left, gurgling and slapping and constantly flowing. He wished he could quiet it for a moment, for he swore he heard something more than the river and his own horse’s footfalls.

There! A faint snapping of twigs. But from which direction? He crouched low, his face to the horse’s neck, smelling the musky odor, feeling the beast tense, its ears laid back. From behind, to the right, owing more to sense than sight, he caught a glimpse of movement, dark and low. No mountain lion, but it did stalk him like one. And where there was one Blackfoot or Gros Ventre, there were untold others.

He swung his right leg free and over, clinging to his rifle and to the horse, kneeing it in the belly and urging it on. Two nervous steps forward and then the horse shunted sideways, groaning. They must have shot it with an arrow, as he’d heard no rifle report. The animal remained standing. Drouillard slid to a crouch on the river side of the horse and patted it. If he were lucky they wouldn’t have crept behind him yet. He cocked the rifle and laid it over the trembling horse’s back, kept his dry mouth clamped tight, and sighted on a dark shape that he swore had appeared just before he focused on it. He held his breath and squeezed the trigger.

The report awakened a clatter of sound. The screams and shouts of what sounded like hundreds of warriors surrounded him. The air whistled with arrows and gunshots. Instant pain coursed up his right leg, and a quick glance showed a short arrow protruding from his calf. He pounded on the heaving barrel of the horse’s belly, urging it forward in a wide circle in an effort to keep the poor, doomed beast between himself and the emerging mass of devils.

But it quickly became apparent that he was already surrounded and by too many of them for one man to dispatch. He let go of his cherished rifle, knowing he would never again load it, and pulled his pistol from his belt, keeping his back to the rapidly weakening horse. From its screams he knew it was taking the brunt of the missiles. It could not last much longer.

There, crawling over a log … and there! Beside that one, from behind those trees … Drouillard let go his pistol shot. As
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Hunting of the Grizzly Bear by Karl (Charles) Bodmer. Lewis and Clark’s men
thought that eight lead balls would be enough to kill the big grizzly. They were

nearly wrong. Courtesy Library of Congress
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