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Chapter 1 - Dreams

 


“Let’s run away,” Isaac said one afternoon
while we were working in the fields. “Let’s go to Oregon!”

“Do you think we can run fast enough to get
away without being caught?” I asked while watching a family pass by
us in a wagon pulled by three yoke of oxen.

He looked over at me and said, “I’ll race you
to that wagon. From there we can get to the river. They'll never
find us once we get that far."

After a quick look over his shoulder Isaac
dropped his hoe and was gone. I didn’t have time to think. If I
hesitated there wouldn’t be time to get away. If I followed him,
could we really make it to Oregon? Before I knew what I was doing,
I was racing after Isaac.

He made running in his old work boots seem
effortless. His tall, lanky frame disappeared near the banks of the
Mississippi River. When I finally caught up with him, I was out of
breath and fell to the ground. My heart was pounding, both from
fear of being caught and from running.

"Shh," Isaac said. "I don't think anyone saw
us. Let's stay here and catch our breath."

I was breathing too hard to even answer.
After about ten minutes we stood up and started walking upstream.
We had hiked in silence for quite a distance before a worried look
came over Isaac's face. "What's wrong? Is someone coming?" I
asked.

"No, but we have to go back!" he said. "I
need my journal!"

"You need your what?" I gasped.

"My journal."

"Isaac, we're going to Oregon. If anything,
we need clothes, food, money, a wagon and a team of oxen. We don't
need a journal."

"My life is in that journal," he replied.
"Everything I've done and letters from Ma and a drawing of her and
Pa are in there. When I had no one else to share my thoughts with,
my journal was always there. I can’t just leave it."

He was willing to give up security, three
meals a day and a bed to sleep in, but not a tattered, old book and
a small drawing of his parents. "If we go back, we'll be caught and
punished. Do you remember what happened to Johnny when they caught
him?"

“I’m not going to Oregon without it!” he
insisted.

I could see he wasn’t going to change his
mind, so I said, “All right, but let’s wait until it’s dark so no
one will see us.”

"I guess you're right, but how are we going
to get back in? The doors are all locked at night."

"The lock on the back door to the kitchen is
broken," I answered. "We can get in there."

We hid in the canes along the river and
waited for night to come. While lying there in the afternoon sun, I
thought back over the past several years. Ma and Pa died when I was
a baby, so I was taken to an orphanage at the edge of St. Louis,
Missouri. It was the only home I ever knew.

Isaac also lived in the orphanage. His pa
couldn’t stay in one place for long. About a year after Isaac was
born, his pa left to find his fortune. He planned to return for his
wife and son when he struck it rich. That was thirteen years ago
and he still hasn’t struck it rich, or at least he hasn’t come back
for them.

“Do you ever wonder where your pa and ma are,
Isaac?”

“Everyday,” he answered. He paused before
adding, “Sometimes I’m angry at Ma because she deserted me just
like Pa did. But then I tell myself she was poor. I guess she had
no choice.”

I thought about what he said and knew that
many people had no money. Even with struggling and hard work, his
ma couldn’t afford to give him a decent home, clothes, and food.
She took Isaac to the orphanage so she could work to provide a
better life for him. After a few years she didn’t come by to visit
very often, Mr. Schwartz told me. She stopped coming entirely by
the time he was six years old.

Isaac and I had talked of running away
before. Oregon was always the favorite destination. In our
imaginations, we had been there over and over again. Until now, it
was just talk. But now we would finally be living what had only
been a dream.

I didn’t realize it then, but Isaac’s dream
of Oregon was different than mine. I wanted to go to Oregon to find
land. A place that was mine. A home and a farm. A new life where I
would be the boss. There I could decide when I would get up, when I
would go to bed, and what I would do each day. I would plant the
crops and raise the animals I wanted. I was afraid that if I didn’t
go soon the good land would all be claimed.

Isaac also wanted to go to Oregon to find
land, but not a farm and home. He wanted a wilderness. To him, land
was not something to own, but a place to lose one’s self in. He
wanted to watch the plants grow, talk to the animals, and listen to
what they had to say in return. He was afraid that if he didn’t go
soon, the wilderness would all be tamed.

We never talked about why we wanted to go to
Oregon before we left. I guess he thought there was no other reason
than his. I didn’t realize there could be any other reason than
mine. It was not until later that summer that we both learned we
didn’t share the same dream.

We were getting hungry, but were afraid to
look for something to eat for fear of being caught. As the sky
darkened, the stars began to appear. A falling star streaked across
the sky just as Isaac whispered, "Let's get my journal."

I had hoped he’d given up on that idea, but
he hadn't. "Can't you just get a new journal?" I asked. "You can
remember the past stuff and write it down when we get to
Oregon."

"No!" he insisted. "I'm not going to Oregon
without it!"

"Well, let's get going," I mumbled.

When we got back to the orphanage, all of the
rooms were dark except Mr. Schwartz's. We hid behind the lilac
bushes until he turned out his oil lamp. We waited a few minutes
for him to fall sound asleep before creeping towards the kitchen
door.

Isaac reached for the handle and turned it.
It opened just like I knew and dreaded it would. There would be
nothing to stop him.

"You wait here," he whispered. "I may need
your help."

"If you get caught, what can I do to help?" I
muttered.

"I'm sure you'll think of something," he
answered before disappearing through the darkened doorway.

I waited on the grass just outside the
kitchen door. There wasn’t a sound after Isaac left the kitchen and
headed for the stairs. I was there to help him, but how? What could
I do? If I ran to help him, I could also be caught and the memory
of Johnny’s beating and extra work never left me.

I was lost in my thoughts when an upstairs
window lit up. Mr. Schwartz shouted gruffly, "Who's there! Isaac?
Abe?"

Isaac didn't answer. I heard a door slam and
the sound of footsteps as someone ran across the wooden floor
upstairs.

Hurrying as fast as I could, I ran around the
orphanage and banged on the front door to distract Mr. Schwartz. I
ran to the road and hollered at Isaac to hurry, hoping that Mr.
Schwartz would hear me, and Isaac would understand my trick. Then I
ran back to the kitchen door.

My plan worked. I looked over my shoulder and
saw Mr. Schwartz run out the front door with his nightshirt on. As
I reached the back, Isaac crashed through the screen door.

"I've got it!" he said.

"Let's get out of here!" I answered.

When we reached the river, Isaac handed me my
jacket, an extra pair of pants and a shirt. "When old man Schwartz
ran down the stairs looking for us, I grabbed these. All of the
other boys just stood and stared, too afraid to move. They think
we’ll never get away. Remember that bread we smelled baking at
lunchtime? I grabbed a couple of loaves. I'm sure they won't miss
them too much."

This time we didn't stop to rest. We kept on
running along the Mississippi River. After about a mile we both
collapsed on the bank. "This isn't going to work," I said, gasping
for breath. "We don't know the way."

“I have a guidebook,” Isaac said. “It’s
written by Lansford Hastings. Here it is,” he continued while
pulling the book from his pocket. “It tells us how to get to
Oregon, what routes to go on and what to bring with us.”

It was too dark to see and we both just lay
there while reality sank in. We had no home. We had no money. We
had very little food. All we had was a dream and a guidebook. A
dream of running away to some far off place we had only heard of
before and a guidebook that told people who owned oxen and wagons
how to get to a wilderness called Oregon, an almost unimaginable
distance away.

As we caught our breath, we broke a piece of
bread off one of the loaves and ate it. Then we drifted off to
sleep.

The next morning we woke up dirty, hungry and
cold. I thought about asking Isaac if he thought we should turn
back. The look on his face told me he was thinking the same thing,
but then a steamboat loaded with wagons and emigrants heading for
the West passed by. We both knew at that instant we could never
give up our dreams.

 


 


 



Chapter 2 - The Big Muddy

 


“The Oregon Trail starts at Independence,
doesn’t it?” I asked.

Isaac nodded his head in agreement, before
saying, “Let’s see if we can get a ride there on a steamboat.”

“We don’t have any money,” I said.

“I know, but maybe we can work for a
ride.”

Walking upstream to the wharf, we found about
twenty steamboats being loaded with wagons, oxen, tools and food.
Emigrants came to St. Louis from up and down the Mississippi. They
were heading for Independence where they would “jump off” into the
wilderness on their way west.

We walked up to the nearest steamboat and
asked the captain if he needed a couple of hands who could work for
a ride to Independence.

“We could use a couple of men, but not boys,”
he said. “Why don’t you go back home to your mama?”

We walked to the next boat and got the same
answer. The first six didn’t want us, but the seventh one was ready
to leave the next morning and they were short crewmembers. The
captain said he would give us a ride if we hired on as
“roustabouts.” That meant we would have to load and unload the
cargo. We also had to load wood to be burned to heat the
boilers.

We agreed and started work immediately. For
hours we worked hard, but with dreams of Oregon filling our heads,
time passed quickly. “We’re done for the day,” the mate said. “Be
here at sunup. Don’t make us wait for you.” He walked on, and then
paused and added, “Where are the two of you going to spend the
night?”

“We’ll find a place near here,” Isaac
answered.

“You can sleep on the main deck if you want.
Just stay away from the cabin. And don’t let anyone catch you up
there for the whole trip. If you’re caught in the cabin you’ll be
set ashore wherever we are, and it might be a long walk to the
nearest town!”

Isaac and I curled up on the floor near a
wagon. “What do you think is so great about the cabin that we can’t
go up there?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but I’m not going to find
out,” he answered.

The wooden floor was uncomfortable and my
jacket wasn’t very warm. My extra clothes didn’t make much of a
pillow, but we were both so tired that within minutes we were sound
asleep.

Early the next morning people started coming
on deck. They were pushing and shoving. Those who could afford to
went to the upper deck where the cabin was. Isaac and I stayed on
the main deck, which was crowded with cargo, machinery, livestock
and wagons.

Immigrants from all over the world, speaking
languages I had never heard before, filled every available space.
They were looking for land where they could build a better life
than the one they had left behind. Little children cried while
parents tried to comfort them. Men argued. Some families huddled
together as if trying to find peace in all that commotion.

Isaac and I found a place where we could sit
and watch what was going on. Around the edge of the deck two
shelves were built, one on top of the other. The passengers put
their bedding, if they had any, on the shelves where they would
sleep. Others found crates and boxes where they could sit or sleep.
There was no furniture for the passengers. There must have been
more than sixty people sharing this space with Isaac, me, the oxen
and freight. We knew it would be a long, uncomfortable week getting
to Independence.

Just after the passengers were loaded, the
crew came aboard. Most of the people who worked on the deck were
German or Irish immigrants. Many were not much older than us.

We finally left St. Louis. Isaac and I both
breathed a little easier. No one would find us and send us back to
the orphanage now. Three hours later we reached the Big Muddy – the
Missouri River. We could see the water from the Mississippi was
clear compared to the muddy water pouring into it from the
Missouri. The steamboat headed west while the river, filled with
mud and logs, flowed past us on its way to the Gulf of Mexico.

Shortly after entering the Missouri, the
steamboat approached the south bank. The captain cupped his hands
by his mouth and yelled, “What kind of wood is it?”

A man on the bank yelled back, “Ash
wood.”

“Is it dry?”

“It sat for a year.”

“Are the mosquitoes bad?”

“There’s not a one here,” claimed the
man.

The boat stopped and the mate yelled,
“Woodpile! Woodpile! Get out here and ‘wood up.’” Isaac and I
hurried off the boat and loaded wood onto the deck along with the
other roustabouts.

When my arms weren’t loaded with wood, I was
swatting mosquitoes. The man who said there wasn’t one mosquito
here was right; there wasn’t one - there were millions! I was
covered with them. Everyone hurried to get done and away from there
as fast as possible. After a half hour of hard work we had the deck
filled with the four-foot lengths of wood and were heading upriver
again.

One thing we learned early was to stay out of
the crew’s way while they worked. They didn’t like the passengers
and let us know it. A shove or kick would be enough to make us move
out of their way. Isaac and I stayed between some wagons, knowing
we would soon be in Independence and on the trail to Oregon.

Many of the passengers had food they warmed
up on the one stove we all shared for cooking and keeping warm.
Most of them only had crackers, bologna and cheese to eat, but they
still had more than the little bit of bread we had.

The first two days dragged by. We didn’t
travel at night and stopped once or twice each day to wood up. I
didn’t know steamboats burned so much wood. My back ached from the
work and from sleeping on the floor. The noise was terrible and the
boat vibrated from the paddlewheels and engines. At times we heard
the boat dragging on the river bottom as it crossed sandbars.
Sometimes we stopped while the pilot studied the river.

On the third day, as we got back on the boat
from loading wood, the pilot called to Isaac and me. “Are you the
two kids heading for Oregon?”

We said we were.

“Would you like to ride in the pilothouse for
a while?”

“We sure would!” Isaac answered.

We followed him up from the main deck to the
boiler deck, where the passengers who could afford to pay more
rode, and up to the hurricane deck. One more set of stairs took us
to the pilothouse, which was a room resembling a box about ten feet
square. Once inside we could see all around, both up and down the
river, through glass windows.

“The name’s Sam Hunter,” he said.

“I’m Abe,” I said.

“And I’m Isaac.”

“Nice to meet you. You’ll find it a little
more comfortable up here than where you were.”

“It sure is,” I answered.

As the steamboat started to move, Isaac and I
watched Mr. Hunter work. “The Big Muddy lives up to her name. Last
fall the channel was over there,” he said, pointing to dry
land.

He crossed the river from side to side
several times. “Why do you keep crossing the river instead of
staying in the middle?” I asked him.

“I need enough water to get the boat through,
and the river isn’t always deepest in the middle,” he answered. The
channel is deepest on the outside of the bend, so we have to cross
the river to get there.

“This river is never satisfied,” he
continued. “It washes out a forest or a cornfield looking for a new
channel. It’ll devour houses, railroad ties and anything else that
gets in its way. As soon as you think it’s done moving and all
settled in, it’ll deposit a farm from upstream to where it just
washed one out and dig a new channel someplace else.”

He watched the river and muttered something
under his breath. Reaching for a wooden-handled rope attached to
the ceiling, he pulled it. “There’s a bell at the other end of this
rope down by the engines,” he said. “I can signal to stop her or go
ahead. I can tell them to back up or go slow just by pulling this
rope.”

The boat came to a stop while Mr. Hunter
studied the river. “There might not be enough water to cross that
sandbar,” he said.

“How can you see a sandbar in this muddy
water?” I asked.

“I can’t.”

He spoke through a tube and two men launched
a yawl, or smaller boat. They rowed upstream and dropped a rope
with a weight attached to the end to sound, or measure, the depth
of the water. They continually sounded as they crossed the river
until they found a break in the sandbar.

Mr. Hunter signaled with the bell ropes again
and we started moving.

“How did you know there was a sandbar there?”
I asked.

“Look at that water. See how slick looking it
is? That means a bar is forming there.”

Shortly after crossing the bar a tree
suddenly popped up from under the water ahead of us. “A sawyer!”
Mr. Hunter yelled and pulled the bell rope. He spun the steering
wheel, turning the boat away from the snag.

The branches of the waterlogged tree seemed
to reach out and grab at the sides of the boat. Sounds of cracking
and breaking wood filled the air. As soon as we passed the sawyer,
Mr. Hunter landed the boat and inspected it with the captain and
carpenter.

When Mr. Hunter came back to the pilothouse
he said, “By the looks on your faces, I’d think that sawyer was
headed for you.”

“I thought it was for a minute,” I
admitted.

He added, “We were lucky this time. The
damage was much less than expected. The carpenter will be able to
fix the holes where the tree pierced the boat.”

“Why was that tree under water?” Isaac
asked.

“It was growing on a bank that the river
washed away. When it fell into the water the current pulled the
tree downstream with such force, the branches were submerged. When
the force of the river wasn’t enough to hold them down the limbs
lifted above the surface. They’ll be pulled back under again
soon.”

“I hope we don’t see any more of them,” I
said.

“That was nothing. You should have seen this
river during the flood of ’44.”

That was just four years earlier and I
remembered it well. It rained almost everyday in May and June that
year. The Mississippi was full of trees, houses and bloated
livestock that the Missouri dumped into it.

Mr. Hunter said, “We kept on operating that
year, but I think we spent most of our time plucking people off
rooftops and out of trees.”

He looked at his pocket watch and added,
“Repairing the boat will take several hours, so we’ll stay here for
the night. It’s just about time for supper. Are you ready to
eat?”

“I guess we should go back to the deck and
eat,” I answered.

“You can eat up here with me,” he said.

As we left the pilothouse, he said, “Supper
isn’t quite ready yet, so I’ll give you a tour of the boat while
we’re waiting.” He showed us the places on the steamboat that were
off limits to us before. We followed him down to the boiler deck
and into a large room, almost the full length of the boat.

“This is the cabin,” he said.

Skylights lit the room, and carpet covered
the floor. Isaac and I stared; we had never seen such a fancy place
before.

A sign was posted on the wall by the
entrance, which gave the rules of the steamboat.

 


Rules of Behavior:

 


No lying down on berths with boots on.

Coats must be worn at the table.

Do not enter ladies’ cabin without ladies’
consent.

Do not whittle or injure furniture.

No smoking in saloon.

No gambling.

 


Waiters were getting ready for the passengers
on this deck to eat. Plates, piled high with beefsteaks, chicken,
ham and turkey, covered the tables. While the passengers up here
had more food than they could possibly eat, the people on the main
deck provided and cooked their own food.

I asked, “What are all those doors for?”

“Those are the staterooms. That’s where the
people stay,” Mr. Hunter answered. “Sit down at this table,” he
added.

Other officers of the boat joined us. “This
is Abe and this is Isaac,” Mr. Hunter said introducing us. “I’ve
asked them to join us for supper.”

A bell rang, signaling dinner was ready for
the passengers. A commotion broke out as people rushed through the
doors to the tables. They grabbed platters and bowls and heaped
their plates with their favorite foods. They ate as though this was
their first meal in a month. They didn’t talk to each other and
used manners that Mr. Schwartz never allowed at the orphanage.

I noticed that the food they fed the
roustabouts and deck crew was leftover food from the cabin. There
was always plenty of food below, but it was warmer and better
looking up here.

After eating supper with Mr. Hunter, Isaac
and I returned to the main deck. It didn’t seem right that some
people had so much food and luxury while others didn’t have enough
to eat and had to travel in a crowded, uncomfortable way like the
deck passengers.

The crew repaired the boat that night and by
early the next morning we were on our way again. We stopped shortly
after noon and wooded up. The passengers watched us work and
cheered us on to see who could haul the most wood. The roustabouts
enjoyed the attention and made a competition out of it. We worked
so fast that it seemed like we finished almost before we
started.

Mr. Hunter watched us and asked if we wanted
to come back to the pilothouse. He said we had permission to be up
there for the rest of the trip.

That afternoon several passengers asked to
look at the pilothouse. Mr. Hunter showed them around and
entertained them with stories. I’m sure he added a little to the
truth by the look on his face at times.

When the passengers left, I asked him, “Why
did you invite us up here?”

“I guess you could say I know how you feel on
the main deck. I ran away from home when I was about your age and
took a riverboat down the Ohio River from Louisville to the
Mississippi. I wanted to be a steamboat pilot, but I had a long
wait.”

He gazed over the river, looking for the
channel, then added, “I spent years loading wood and freight as a
rouster. A pilot offered to take me on as an apprentice or
steersman. I owe all I learned to him, and I guess you two remind
me of what I was like back then.”

After another huge supper, we went back to
the deck where we spent the night. The following morning we went
back to the pilothouse. It was rainy and foggy. The boat didn’t
leave until about noon and I was anxious to get moving.

“Why aren’t we going?” I asked.

“It’s raining too hard,” Mr. Hunter said.

“How can rain keep a steamboat from going?”
Isaac asked.

“The boat will move all right, but I can’t
read the river in the rain. Remember how the river was slick
looking by the sandbar the other day? Well, you can’t see that in
the rain, fog or at night. If I read the river wrong, we might hit
a sandbar and sink the boat.”

We spent the rest of the days to Independence
with him in the pilothouse, but we still had to load wood at every
stop. He told us stories about the river and never seemed to run
out of things to say. We were thankful for the food, the company
and the chance to get off the main deck.

When we arrived at Independence Landing,
Isaac and I helped unload the wagons, livestock and merchandise
from the boat. As we were finishing, Mr. Hunter asked, “Are you
sure you want to go to Oregon? You’re welcome to stay on the
steamboat with us and go on to the upper Missouri. I bet the
captain would hire you on as a rouster the whole way. You could
learn to be a deckhand soon.”

We thanked him for his offer, but told him
that we had wanted to go to Oregon for years. He chuckled and said,
“The two of you aren’t old enough to have wanted to go to Oregon
for years. Good luck and if you ever get back to the Big Muddy,
look me up. You could be my steersman and I’ll teach you to pilot a
steamboat yourselves some day.

“Wait a minute, I’ve got something for you,”
he said. He hurried to the pilothouse and came back with a package.
“You might need this.”

I looked inside and found crackers and
cheese. We thanked him and headed up the steep banks toward the
road leading to town. A prairie schooner, as the wagons were
called, was plodding along in front of us and a light breeze
rippled through a few budding trees along the road.

We were finally on our way to Oregon!

 


 


 



Chapter 3 - Independence

 


“Let’s eat before going into town,” I
suggested.

While we ate on that spring day in 1848, we
watched people of every description: Kansas Indians, Mexicans,
mountain men, bullwhackers, slaves, river men, soldiers and
emigrants. Men unloaded merchandise from wagons. Steamboats belched
black smoke from their stacks. Mules, struggling up the steep
grade, pulled wagons from Illinois, Indiana, Missouri, Tennessee
and many other states.

As they passed, little children peeked at us
from under the wagon covers. Their eyes danced with excitement
about a new home they would find in a far off land.

The emigrants had several things in common.
They dreamed of going west just like Isaac and I did. They wanted
land, adventure and excitement. So did we. They had wagons, money
and supplies. Unfortunately, we didn't.

"Do you suppose we can get a job in
Independence?" I asked Isaac.

"I hope so," he replied. "This little bit of
food from Mr. Hunter won't last long."

We started walking to town. Independence was
lined with shops that had sprung up to serve the emigrants.
Buildings surrounded the square and tents surrounded the buildings.
Men and dogs prodded cattle down the road. Horses and cattle had
eaten the grass down to the bare dirt everywhere except in the town
square where a rail fence kept the animals out.

Shopkeepers, selling bacon, flour,
sugar and other food, filled shops that lined the street. Some sold
guns, powder and tools. The banging from a dozen
blacksmith shops rang out in the air as we walked along the main
street. Men lifted the hooves of horses and mules or turned oxen
onto their backs to shoe them for the journey west.

There were enough people heading for Oregon
that we both found work immediately for one of the shopkeepers. We
helped load supplies onto the wagons. It was backbreaking work, but
it was worth it to listen to the stories that people told about
land and opportunity. In my mind we were already in Oregon.

One day as I carried a sack of flour out of
the store a man stomped through the open doorway. When I walked
back inside, I heard him complaining about the prices.

“You shopkeepers are all the same,” he fumed.
“You’re gouging the emigrants. This food isn’t worth half what
you’re charging for it!”

“I’m just trying to make a living,” Mr.
Kleinkoph said. “Do you want to buy something or not?”

“I will, but I won’t be robbed by you. I’ll
give you half what you’re asking.”

“You’ll buy it someplace else then,” Mr.
Kleinkoph replied as he started to wait on another customer.

“Here’s what it’s worth,” the man scoffed as
he threw some coins at Mr. Kleinkoph and picked up a sack of
beans.

“Abe, get the sheriff!” barked Mr.
Kleinkoph.

Before I could leave, the man quickly grabbed
his money and left.

After work each day, we walked to the
emigrant camps. Fires glowing until early morning cheated the night
of its darkness. Isaac and I listened as the emigrants talked late
into the night. They argued over the merits of this or that person
as the captain. They talked of what to bring and what to leave
behind. Should they travel on the Sabbath? What about the dangers
that lie ahead? Would the Indians allow them to pass peacefully? We
heard them say that if a wagon train is on the trail too soon there
wouldn’t be enough grass to feed the oxen. That wasn't a problem
for us, since we had no oxen. But what if we left too late? We
might not get to Oregon before snow trapped us in the
mountains.

After supper one evening, we looked at the
guidebook for a list of supplies for the journey. It said that each
emigrant should bring two hundred pounds of flour, one hundred
fifty pounds of bacon, ten pounds of coffee, twenty pounds of sugar
and ten pounds of salt.

“It could take us years to make enough money
to buy all that food! Even if we could afford it, how could we ever
carry it without a wagon?” I complained.

“Let’s find food along the way,” Isaac said.
“We’ll fish and eat plants. Besides,” he insisted, “the Indians
don’t have that much food and they survive.”

“They also hunt, and we don’t have a gun,” I
countered.

Despite my misgivings, Isaac was confident
that we could get to Oregon. As long as I could remember, he seemed
more interested in the woods and fields around the orphanage than
with the gardens. During the summer when the land was decorated
with splashes of color from the grasses and flowers, Isaac would
stare off into the distance and watch the grass ripple in the
breeze. He sometimes picked up a stick and dug up a bulb or root
and ate it. He found berries and munched on seeds. I thought if he
could find food near St. Louis, he could also find food on the way
to Oregon.

One day in early May, we told Mr. Kleinkoph
we would have to quit working for him because we were heading for
Oregon. He just shook his head and muttered something about kids
now days. We spent most of our hard-earned money buying crackers,
bacon, flour, baking soda, salt, sugar, a tent, knife, frying pan,
two tin plates, forks and spoons and some canvas to make bags to
haul it in.

We were awake before the sun came up the next
morning. In fact, we were so excited that I don't think either one
of us slept at all that night. While others struggled with unruly
oxen, trying to yoke them, we drank our fill of the cold, clear
water from the spring near Independence Square and started our
journey.

We were finally “jumping off” – leaving
civilization and heading across the plains to Oregon. Emigrants
jumped off from many places along the Missouri River. Some left at
Independence, like us. Others jumped off from Westport, St. Joseph,
Fort Kearny or Kanesville. We looked back toward civilization once
more before heading west.

“I can’t wait until we get there,” I said. “I
want to claim some land next to a river.”

“So do I,” Isaac said. “I’ll bet the rivers
in Oregon are full of fish and waterfowl.”

“Ducks and fish could be our food at first,”
I said. “We won’t have to worry about what we’re going to eat while
we cut down the trees and grub out the stumps.”

“Cut down the trees?” Isaac asked, giving me
a funny look. “Why would we do that?”

“How are you going to plant crops without
cutting down the trees?” I asked him.

“I never thought about cutting down the
trees,” he answered. “I’m not going there to destroy the trees; I’m
going there to live in the forest with them.”

Sometimes the things Isaac said didn’t make
much sense to me, but I didn’t think much about it. Isaac was a
little different, but we both looked forward to a great adventure
together. We kept on walking until about noon when we came to a
small stream and enjoyed a cool drink of water and some
crackers.

As the sun crossed overhead, we got back to
our feet and continued on our way. The sun beat down on us. The
farther we walked, the less we talked. By mid-afternoon I wondered
if we could really walk clear to Oregon.

The first night of our journey found us
exhausted. We sat on the bank of a small stream staring at the
water. I finally took the boots off my aching feet.

“I didn’t know my back could hurt this much,”
Isaac said.

“We’ll get used to it in a few days,” I said
hopefully while washing the dirt and dust off my face. We were both
too tired to do more than eat a few crackers.

“I’m going to sleep under the stars,” I
said.

“I’m too tired to set up a tent,” he
agreed.

I lay on my back and stared at the stars -
the same stars we would see in Oregon. I wondered what else we
would see along the way. I could only imagine where months of
traveling would take us.

The next morning dreary, gray clouds covered
the sky. Just after we woke up, a light drizzle filled the air.
Everything became wet, making it hard to start a fire. We finally
got a small fire going and fried some bacon. Isaac mixed a little
flour, water and baking soda together which we fried in the bacon
fat.

After cleaning the dishes and frying pan, we
started on our way again. Mud clung to our boots and made walking
difficult. The first days were long and tiring. There were a few
streams to cross, but without wagons they were no problem.

The trail divided after a few days of
traveling. The freight road, used by the monstrous wagons going to
Santa Fe, went southwest. A sign saying “Road to Oregon” pointed
straight west. With both optimism and uncertainty, we started down
that road.

One day Isaac shouted, “Look at that!” while
pointing off to our right.

“What?” I cried. My eyes searched the empty
prairie to see what he was pointing at. “I don’t see anything.”

“Right there,” he said, pointing again.

“What is it?”

“A tree,” he said laughing.

I grabbed a clod of dirt and threw it at him.
It broke apart as it hit his duffle bag and we both laughed.

I was thankful for his sense of humor. It
helped break the monotony of the endless prairie. Some days we
walked for hours without seeing any trees or bushes. Nothing
surrounded us but green grass and brightly colored flowers. We
walked those miles easily, with no major hills to climb and plenty
of water to drink in the streams we found.

One day as I finished a cup of cold water, I
felt a wiggling in my mouth. I spit a tadpole back into the cup and
yelled, “Yuck!” Filling the cup again, I checked for creatures
before rinsing my mouth. After that I always checked the water and
often found a variety of small living things.

Late afternoon thunderstorms caught us
several times during the first few weeks. If it rained too hard, we
stopped and set up our tent. When it was just a drizzle, we kept on
walking.

The most interesting feature of the first two
weeks was Blue Mound. “Let’s climb it,” I suggested.

Isaac agreed, so we started up the treeless
mound. The whole area was treeless, not just the mound, but the
view was beautiful just the same. While we rested on the top, we
ate lunch.

“According to Captain Fremont it’s 1744 miles
to the Blue Mountains of Oregon,” Isaac said.

I looked to the west and asked Isaac how far
he thought we could see.

“It’s hard to tell, maybe eight or ten
miles.”

“Do you think we’ll really make it all the
way to Oregon?” I asked.

“I sure hope so,” he said. “Lets get
started.” He got up and walked back down the hill.

 


 


 



Chapter 4 - Alcove Spring

 


After traveling about two weeks we reached a
spring that gushed from the ground. We drank our fill of the cold,
delicious water before washing the sweat and dirt off our faces. I
lay back against a live oak and watched the water tumble off a rock
ledge to a pool below. Bushes, flowers and grass decorated the
whole area. As a cool breeze tickled our faces we fell asleep.

When we awoke, the sun was halfway down the
sky. We got up, stretched and looked around. The words “Alcove
Spring” were carved into a rock not far away. On another rock was
carved the name "J.F. Reed." When Isaac saw that he became
quiet.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"J.F. Reed is one of the survivors of the
Donner Party," he answered. "They were caught by early blizzards on
their way to California while trying to cross the Sierra Nevada.
They built shelters to live in and had to eat mice, their animals,
leather clothing and even their own dead. About half of the people
died before rescuers found them."

I could see the incident upset him. "Just
because they didn't make it doesn't mean we won't," I said.

"I know," he answered, "but we have a long
way to go before we get to Oregon and we can't take any
chances.”

Isaac looked around and said, “I heard there
is a grave somewhere near here. It belongs to Sarah Keyes. She was
with the Donner Party and wanted to be with her son who had moved
west in 1844. They buried her here, but before doing so, they cut a
lock of her hair as a remembrance. That lock of hair was found
clutched in the hands of her eight-year-old granddaughter when she
was rescued from a snow cave.”

After a short pause, he continued, “In a way,
I guess Sarah Keyes was lucky she died here instead of in the
mountains like so many of the rest of them."

We poked around through the bushes and weeds
until we found the grave. Even that peaceful place was a reminder
of the dangers we had to face. At times I wished Isaac didn't know
so much. It seemed that during his free time at the orphanage, if
he wasn’t exploring the woods and fields or watching the birds and
other animals, he was reading. He read newspaper articles, the
Journals of Lewis and Clark and other explorers of the West, and
any wilderness adventures he could find. If he, a person who seemed
to trust that everything would work out and knew so much, was
worried about getting to Oregon, how was I to feel?

We heard the creaking of wagons coming toward
us from below. They stayed on the trail and continued on for a few
hundred yards. I counted forty-seven wagons as they passed. I
wished we were traveling with them, especially now that I knew of
the dangers we had to face.

The first wagon stopped with the next wagon
pulling near that one. The second wagon went left of the first and
its tongue was chained to the wheel of the first one. The third
wagon went to the right and was also chained to the first one. They
alternated right and left until they all formed a large circle. An
opening was left between two of the wagons. The cattle were unyoked
and left outside the corral they had formed.

About fifteen minutes later, a man came
walking toward us. "Where's the rest of your party?" he asked.

"This is it," I answered.

"Where are your parents?"

"They died when I was just a baby and Isaac
hasn't seen his parents in years."

"We're heading for Oregon," Isaac added.

"You'll never make it alone," the man pointed
out.

"There's nothing for us back at the
orphanage," retorted Isaac.

"You've got grit, is all I can say," replied
the man. "We plan to camp here. Do you want to have supper with
us?"

It didn't take long for us to answer him. The
thought of a real meal prepared by someone who could actually cook
was more than we could turn down.

Isaac and I followed the man to the wagons.
Children ran around for a few minutes before helping their parents.
Everyone had a job to do. Some started fires and began cooking
while others pitched tents and set up camp for the night.

We filled a bucket with water from the spring
for the women. There were three families from Missouri who were
traveling together. They had joined with other emigrants from
Kentucky, Indiana and Illinois.

I helped unpack the food from one of the
prairie schooners. The inside of the wagon bed was over two feet
deep. The wheels were made of wood and were covered by a metal rim.
The back wheels came up to my shoulders, while the front wheels
were a little shorter.

A homespun cotton bonnet stretched
loosely over bows of bent wood protected their possessions from the
weather. Strapped on the sides of the wagon were a
water barrel, a butter churn, a shovel and axe, a grease bucket, a
feed trough for the livestock and a chicken coop. The chickens
clucked and squawked excitedly. Two small boys threw them handfuls
of grain. The chickens went to pecking at it and settled
down.

"Untie the butter churn," the man said to a
girl about ten years of age.

When it was opened, a small lump of butter
was taken out. The woman explained that the trail was so rough that
cream turned into butter just from jostling over ruts and rocks
during the day's traveling.

After the most filling meal we had eaten
since leaving the steamboat, the man said, "I'm Nate Herzog and
this is my wife, Nelly. I don't believe we've gotten your
names."

"My name is Abe," I answered.

"And I'm Isaac."

"How do you plan to get to Oregon?" Mr.
Herzog questioned.

"We made it this far alone," I answered.

"And we have a guidebook that shows us how we
can make it the rest of the way," added Isaac.

“Is it the one written by Lansford Hastings?”
Mr. Herzog asked.

“That’s the one,” I answered, trying to sound
important.

“Have you heard of the Donner Party?” he
asked. “The Lansford Hastings guidebook is the one they used and
many of them died in the mountains because they left too late and
took an unproven shortcut.”

“We’ll get there,” Isaac and I both said.

"Maybe you will, but maybe you won’t," warned
Mr. Herzog. "Most people are better prepared than the two of you,
and many of them still die along the way."

Thinking of the Donner Party and Sarah Keyes,
I had to admit, "I know it doesn't look good, but we will get
there."

"The man over there is Daniel Moore. When we
joined with the other wagons in Independence, we voted for him to
be captain. He's the one in charge of the whole wagon train. His
wife is wearing the blue calico dress. Her name is Cindy. Daniel
read the John C. Fremont report and has talked of nothing ever
since except moving to Oregon.

“Then a man came to town and talked about
Oregon. Daniel went to hear him. The man stood on a wooden box and
told everyone about a land flowing with milk and honey. The rich
soil and moderate climate would grow crops of wheat beyond belief.
He said that pigs run around eating acorns and become round and fat
with forks sticking in them so people can cut off a piece and eat
whenever they are hungry.

“Everyone knew that the last part wasn’t
true, but after hearing of free land and good crops, Daniel talked
his brother-in-law and me into moving our families to Oregon. He
said we needed land to pass on to our children. Missouri was
getting too crowded. I really think he imagined himself as an
explorer, like Daniel Boone. We may have all seen ourselves like
that.

“The newspapers ran articles for the past
several years telling about America’s finest citizens – the brave
pioneers. Some articles said the route to Oregon was safe and easy.
They said we could cross the plains and mountains in a matter of
weeks. Others said the pioneers faced dangers from savages, angry
rivers, thirst, hunger and impassable mountains. We wanted to
believe the crossing was not too difficult, and we believed we were
brave and could conquer the dangers.

"Anyway, we agreed to go. We told our wives
it was time to pack up and move on. Nelly tried to talk me out of
it. She said we would never see our friends and families again. She
reminded me of articles from back east that said anyone who took
women and children across the Great American Desert and rugged
mountains to be devoured by grizzly bears or scalped by Indians was
a fool.

“I told her I already sold the farm and all
the cattle except our milk cow Irish and a few other cows. I said
that we were leaving when the grass was long enough to feed the
oxen along the way."

Mr. Herzog kept talking, but it didn't seem
like he was talking to us. He continued with a quieter voice,
"Shortly after we left Independence, Daniel's loaded gun went off
when the wagon hit a bump. It killed his brother-in-law David
Peterson. Daniel’s sister, Mary, is left with a child and no
husband."

We all sat and stared at the fire, again
thinking of the dangers we’d have to face along the way.

Mr. Herzog looked me straight in the eye and
said, "What I've seen of the two of you tonight impresses me. You
are good workers. Since losing David we need more help. If you are
willing to work for your keep, I’ll suggest to Daniel that the two
of you should come with us."

Relief spread throughout my entire body. I
looked at Isaac. What seemed almost impossible a few minutes ago
could be a reality. We had a real chance of getting to Oregon - not
just a dream two orphans shared.

“You’ll be expected to stand watch at night,”
Mr. Herzog said. “The Indians will steal livestock and anything
else they can get their hands on if you aren’t careful.”

“Let us know when it’s our turn,” I said to
him.

He said he would and walked back to his
wagon. When everything was settled down for the night, we crawled
into our bedrolls and fell asleep instantly.

It seemed we’d just gotten to sleep when Mr.
Herzog woke Isaac and me that night to take our turn on watch. He
handed us David’s gun and said, “Don’t shoot it unless you
positively have to. A shot could stampede the livestock, or worse,
it could kill someone.”

We’d never handled a gun before, much less
shot one. We strained our eyes to see everything we imagined was
out there. Every sound and rustle in the grass was an Indian to us
just waiting to steal our livestock. I cringed as I thought about
being scalped. The night seemed to drag on forever.

The deep howl of a wolf shattered the
silence. The cry was answered somewhere in the distance. We had
heard wolves before, but this one terrified me because it lurked
just out of sight. The night crept along and seemed to never
end.

Finally the sky lightened in the east. I
heard voices and saw people crawling out of their tents and wagons.
The men came out to check on the livestock. Not far from the oxen
stood a large gray wolf watching us.

“There’s a wolf ready to kill the cattle,” I
shouted.

Isaac didn’t move. “The wolf isn’t interested
in them,” he said. “He could have killed one a long time ago if he
wanted to.”

We didn’t watch the wolf for long, because
Mr. Moore came running with a gun.

“If you see a wolf, shoot it,” he shouted at
Isaac.

Isaac just looked at him, then back at the
wolf as it bounded off to a safe distance.

Early that morning Isaac and I rounded up the
three yoke of oxen that pulled each wagon for the Missouri families
and helped hitch them up to the wagons. When we finished, Mr.
Herzog said, “One of your jobs is to milk Irish.”

“Why did you ever name your cow Irish?” I
asked.

“She does a fine Irish jig,” was all he said
as he left chuckling.

I grabbed a bucket and a stool from the back
of a wagon and attempted to milk the cow. She pranced around like I
was tickling her instead of milking her. She kicked over the bucket
before I had a chance to get much milk into it. I no longer
wondered what he meant about doing a fine Irish jig. I just wished
she’d find a better time to dance than when I tried to milk
her.

The women got the children ready and made
breakfast. I took a closer look at their fire pits than I had the
night before. They were trenches dug wide enough to hold the fire
and narrow enough so the pots and pans could sit on the ground with
the fire below. When the dishes and kettles were packed, we were
off for our first day on the trail as a part of a real wagon
train.

Isaac and I walked along side Mr. Herzog's
wagon. “Help keep the cattle together,” Mr. Herzog said.

"Will you also help keep an eye on the
children?" Mrs. Herzog asked. "Tom tried to get into the wagon just
as the oxen started moving a couple days ago. He fell under the
wagon and the wheels just missed him. I was never so scared in all
my life."

“We’ll be glad to watch them,” I
answered.

"You must be Tom," Isaac said to a
sandy-haired boy about five years old who walked beside us.

"You bet," the boy said proudly. "My pa, ma,
my sister Annie and I are going to Oregon. Are you coming with
us?"

"Your pa invited us." I answered.

Another boy, about five years old, came
running to catch up. “This is Ricky. He’s my best friend. He’s
going to Oregon too.”

“Hi, Ricky,” Isaac said. “Do you want to walk
with us?”

“I sure do! Tom’s pa said we’re going two
thousand miles. Do you think you can walk that far?”

"I think so," I answered. “Can you walk that
far?”

“Pa says we can, and he knows everything,”
Tom said.

“I’ll bet he does,” I agreed.

“Those are my oxen,” he said. “I named
them Red and Bill.

Step Red, Step Bill,” he commanded, trying to
sound important. The oxen plodded along, pulling the wagon behind
them.

 


 


 



Chapter 5 - The Wagon Train

 


We didn’t walk far before we came to our
first obstacle for the day - crossing the Big Blue River. We could
see by the banks of the river that the water was high. With a crack
of the whip, Mr. Moore forced the reluctant oxen pulling the first
wagon into the water. One after the other, each team of oxen
entered the river and pulled the wagons through it and up the bank
on the other side.

We stopped for lunch and ate some leftover
biscuits from the night before. They tasted better when they were
first cooked, but they filled our stomachs just the same. While we
ate and rested, the oxen also rested and ate the grass on the
prairie. After what seemed to me like much too short of a time, Mr.
Moore said, “Time to move on,” and we were off again.

About mid-afternoon, I saw an antelope
staring at us from a hillside about one hundred fifty yards away.
It bounded off a few steps before I heard the crack of a gunshot
and it collapsed. Mr. Herzog shouted, “We’ll have fresh meat
tonight. Isaac, Abe, come and help me butcher it.”

While we ate that night, Tom and Ricky
squeezed between Isaac and me on the log near the campfire. “Pa
sure is a good hunter, isn’t he?” Tom said.

“He sure is,” agreed Isaac. “Are you a
hunter?”

“Not yet,” answered Tom, “but I will be
someday when I’m big like Pa.”

“My pa was a good hunter too,” said Ricky,
“and I’ll be just like he was some day.”

While we ate, Tom and Ricky asked a million
questions. They thought it was neat having friends as old as we
were. Well before they were talked out, their mothers called to
them and said it was time for bed.

“Aw, do we have to go to bed?” Tom asked.

“I’m not tired,” added Ricky.

“We’ve got another big day in front of us
tomorrow,” said Ricky’s ma.

When the kids were asleep Mrs. Peterson came
and sat near us at the campfire. “I’d like to thank you for being
so good to Ricky. I’m not sure if he understands his father’s
death; he just asks where he is.”

“No problem,” I assured her. “You folks are
almost like the family we never had.”

“Maybe Ricky and Tom could be like little
brothers to us,” Isaac added.

We all went to sleep shortly after that. Two
good suppers in a row were more than we could have imagined just a
few days ago. The night sky was clear. Isaac and I slept under the
stars and talked about our luck in finding a wagon train to travel
with.

We awoke and had breakfast. “Should I get the
oxen?” I asked Mr. Herzog.

“Not today,” he replied.

“Why not?” I asked. “Is something wrong?”

“It’s the Sabbath and we don’t travel on the
Sabbath.”

It seemed kind of funny to not travel every
seventh day. We had to get to Oregon and this would increase the
risk of getting stuck in the mountains if we had an early snow. I
told this to Mr. Herzog and he answered, “God gave us six days each
week to travel; we can save one for Him.”

When he saw I wasn’t convinced he added,
“You’re not alone. The train is divided on whether we should travel
or stop on the Sabbath. We voted and the majority wanted to stop.
The preacher will conduct services in the center of the wagons.
Those who want to participate may, while others are free to wash
clothes, cook and repair damaged equipment. Some people work and
pray at the same time.”

Isaac and I sat with Mr. and Mrs. Herzog and
listened to the preacher talk about God. He told us we were sinners
and needed to change our ways and follow the Lord. I wasn’t sure
what I needed to change, but he sure could talk up a storm.

That afternoon Isaac and I walked along a
stream and found arrowheads. We imagined we were crossing the
plains on horses hunting buffalo or a part of a war party chasing
the enemy.

“People say Indians are dirty and lazy and
will steal whatever they get their hands on,” I said. “Do you
agree?”

“We may not understand them, but that doesn’t
make them dirty or lazy. Just because they hunt instead of farm and
they don’t have cities like ours doesn’t mean they’re bad,” Isaac
answered.

“I heard that some Indians will try to make
us pay to cross the plains. I don’t think that’s fair.”

“This land belongs to them, not us. Is it
fair for us to cross their land and kill the buffalo?” He paused
for a minute and then added, “What would you do if a whole race of
people crossed your land and threatened your way of life?”

I never thought of that before. To me, the
prairie was unclaimed land that didn’t belong to anyone. I didn’t
know what was fair. I put the arrowheads in my pocket and we
started back to camp.

The following morning Mr. Moore’s horse,
Star, decided he had enough of heading west and took off the way we
had come. Mr. Moore ran after it, calling its name. He came back
with a disgusted look on his face. He borrowed Mr. Herzog’s horse
and took off in hot pursuit of Star. Disappearing over the horizon,
Mr. Moore didn’t return until the sun was high overhead.

Mr. Moore said that he couldn’t catch the
horse no matter how hard he ran Mr. Herzog’s horse. A few times his
horse stopped to eat a bite of prairie grass, and just before he
was close enough to reach for the halter, the horse took off at a
full gallop again. After a lunch of biscuits and some warm milk
from Irish we left. Mr. Moore didn’t get over his horse running off
for a long time and grumbled to himself about it for hours. The
rest of us just stayed out of his way.

A couple days later we camped near a stream.
While Isaac and I were walking back to camp for supper, Ricky and
Tom came running to us. “What’s that?” they asked, pointing to a
lone tree on a hill near the stream. A platform of some kind was
built in its branches.

“I’m not sure,” I answered.

“Let’s find out,” Isaac suggested.

We hurriedly ate our supper before heading
for the strange looking platform. I climbed a branch for a better
look and saw the skeleton. It must have been there for years. It
looked eerie, propped up against the trunk of the tree and staring
across the prairie. It was dressed in fine clothes and had a
rawhide bundle on the platform next to it.

Isaac quietly climbed up for a look. “We
should leave,” he said. “This might be a sacred place for the
Indians.”

We climbed back to the ground. I held Tom and
Isaac held Ricky up for a quick look and we all walked back toward
camp.

“Why is there a skeleton in that tree?” Ricky
asked.

“What did he die from?” Tom added. “Did
somebody shoot him?”

“I don’t know,” I answered.

“I bet he climbed on those logs and couldn’t
get down,” Tom said.

“I don’t think so,” I answered. “I guess the
Indians don’t bury their dead. They just put them on a
platform.”

Tom wanted to know why.

“Maybe they don’t have shovels,” Ricky said,
“so they can’t dig a hole for a grave like we did for Pa.”

It sounded like a reasonable answer to me and
none of us had a better one. Isaac said, “I’m not sure. You might
be right.”

The next morning, before breaking camp, we
saw a man carrying the bundle from the platform. “Look what I found
next to a dead Indian over there,” he shouted. “Let’s see what’s in
it.”

As others gathered around, he opened the
bundle. “I’ve got me a souvenir,” the man yelled as he held a
tomahawk over his head and whooped.

Isaac and I watched from a distance. “I’d
rather walk all the way to Oregon alone than be with people who
would rob from the dead,” Isaac told me.

I had to agree that the man was disgusting.
But I added, “Not everyone is doing that. We can’t leave the best
chance we have to make it to Oregon because of one man.”

“I guess you’re right,” he said as we
finished packing the kettles into the wagon.

Late that afternoon we saw the Platte River
for the first time. It was the most unusual river I had ever seen.
It must have been a mile wide and wasn’t one river, but a bunch of
small channels all tangled up into one.

I cupped my hands to get some water. Before I
had a chance to drink, sand started settling in my hands. I was
thirsty, so I drank it anyway and the sand gritted on my teeth.

Mrs. Herzog said, "I'm hungry," while she
wiped sweat off her face with her apron. "Isaac, Abe, start a
cooking fire.”

I looked around and there wasn't a tree in
sight. "There's no wood around here," I answered.

"Who needs wood," bellowed Mr. Moore.

"Mrs. Herzog asked us to build a fire and
there's no wood around to build it with," Isaac said.

"Buffalo," he answered. "That's all you need
to build the best cooking fire you ever saw."

I think my expression was as strange as
Isaac's. "Buffalo? How can you use buffalo to build a fire?"

“Use what the French call bois de vache. Not
the buffalo, but the chips.”

I felt sick inside. I didn’t want to pick
that up and I surely didn’t want to eat anything cooked over a fire
of burning buffalo dung.

“Let’s take Annie, Tom and Ricky with us so
we can finish sooner," Isaac suggested.

We helped Tom and Ricky with their nightly
chore of feeding the chickens, and then the five of us walked a
short distance before finding the first chip. It wasn't near dry
enough, so we kept looking. Annie found a dry one and called to
me.

"Well, pick it up," I said.

"Me?"

"Yes, you. I'm sure there are plenty more for
me to carry back."

She gave it a disgusting look and gingerly
picked it up between her thumb and first finger. I read her mind
just by looking at the expression on her face. Next it was my turn.
I didn't enjoy the experience any more than she did. Soon each of
us had a chip in both hands held far out to the side and walked
back to camp.

"That won't last near long enough to cook
supper," snorted Mr. Moore. "Get back out there and grab an
armful."

“Yuck, I’m not going to grab an armful,”
Annie whispered to me.

“I bet we will,” I said as we trudged out of
camp to find more.

“It looks like this won't be our last time
collecting buffalo chips," added Isaac, "so let's make it fun."

"How can this be fun?" I asked.

"You'll see," he answered.

With that he grabbed a flat, dry chip and
threw it at me. It sailed through the air like a tin plate. I hit
it with my hand just before it could strike me on my head.

I grabbed one near my feet and threw it at
him. Within a few seconds buffalo chips flew all around us as we
bombarded each other. We laughed, ran and dodged the flying chips.
Before I left St. Louis, I never would have believed I would be
doing such a thing, but it was sure fun after the drudgery of
walking for hours day after day.

"We'd better start throwing them toward
camp," I said. "I don't want to get Mr. Moore mad at us."

Within a few minutes we had a pile of buffalo
chips big enough to cook supper for the whole wagon train. The food
tasted a little like burned buffalo dung, but I guess it was better
cooked than it would have been raw.

When we finished eating, Isaac took his
journal from his pack and began to write. I sat against a rock and
watched as he concentrated. He’d write and stop. Then he’d snicker
and write again.

What’s so funny?” I asked.

“I’m just thinking about the buffalo chips,”
he answered. “That’ll be a great story to tell our kids
someday.”

I never thought of me having kids, but I had
to laugh in agreement. “This whole trip would be a great story to
tell our kids someday.”

We talked for a few minutes, but it was
starting to get dark, so we crawled into the tent and covered
ourselves with our bedrolls.

The next day we headed upstream toward Fort
Laramie, which was four hundred miles away. Prickly pear and grass
covered the land, except for areas of barren sand. Lizards
skittered across the sand in front of us. Buffalo tracks and trails
decorated the wild land. Frequently we saw circular holes in the
sand. I figured the buffalo used them to wallow in. Sun-bleached
bones were scattered over the landscape. By the signs, we should
have been seeing thousands of buffalo, but not a one was in
view.

“We’re going to noon here,” Mr. Moore
yelled.

The wagons stopped where they were. We
unhitched the oxen, but didn’t unyoke them. They were allowed to
graze while we ate and rested. The wagons remained strung out on
the prairie rather than formed into a corral.

Just before eating lunch we saw three wagons
coming our way. One was being pulled by one yoke of oxen and two
dairy cows. Each of the other wagons only had one yoke of oxen.
Along side the first wagon we saw the most unusual sight we had
seen on the entire journey so far.

A woman was riding horseback with one foot on
one side of the horse and the other foot on the other side just
like a man would ride. Mr. Moore looked at her and said, “If that
doesn’t beat all!”

The wagons stopped alongside us and a man
asked if we minded company for lunch. Mr. Herzog invited them to
eat with us. “What happened to your oxen?” Mr. Moore asked. “It
looks as though they are half starved.”

“We were anxious to get on our way, so we
left too soon. There wasn’t enough grass to feed them,” a tall
slender man said. “Several gave out and most of the rest of our
cattle got mixed in with buffalo. These are the only ones we could
find.”

“Would Red run away from us?” Ricky
asked.

“I’m not sure,” I admitted, “but I think we
should watch the oxen closely.”

“We’ve got some extra oxen,” Mr. Herzog said.
“We’ll sell you one of ours and I’m sure you could buy more if you
talked to other people. You could continue on to Oregon with
us.”

“No, we saw the elephant and want nothing
more to do with Oregon,” the man said dejectedly.

“Besides, we had enough of this romantic
journey to last a lifetime,” added a woman who sat down next to
him.

Tom and Ricky looked excited. “Do you mean
we’re going to see elephants out there?” they said in unison.

“Not real elephants,” Isaac answered. “These
elephants are troubles that can make people turn back.”

“These elephants are real enough,” the man
answered, looking down.

They told us of camping areas and good
streams to look for during the next few days. We said good-bye and
headed on our way.

The next day we saw a fort being built where
roads from Independence, St. Joseph, Fort Kearny and Kanesville
joined. Tents covered a large area on the prairie. Many government
wagons, some carrying artillery and the fixtures belonging to the
ordinance, sat nearby.

“This fort isn’t mentioned in my guidebook,”
Isaac said.

“The government’s building it to help and
protect the emigrant trains as they head to Oregon,” Mr. Moore
said. “It’s called Fort Childs.”

“Congress is taking us seriously,” Mr. Herzog
added in an important sounding voice. “This many people heading
west will carve a new part of the nation out of the
wilderness.”

The fort consisted of a few sod buildings and
not much more, so we spent little time there. I walked back to the
wagons with the children. Just as we started to move, I looked for
Isaac but he wasn’t anywhere to be found. “Isaac,” I called, but he
didn’t answer.

“Has anyone seen Isaac?” I shouted.

Mr. Herzog yelled, “Whoa,” to his oxen and
wanted to know the problem.

I told him that Isaac wasn’t with us and ran
ahead to tell Mr. Moore. He fumed, “Get back to the fort and see if
he’s there. And get moving; the daylight’s wasting.”

I ran back to the fort and sure enough, Isaac
was there talking to some of the men. “We’re all ready to go, and
Mr. Moore isn’t happy that you’re still here.” I hollered.

We ran to catch up with the wagons, which had
started on the trail. It was already mid-afternoon so we only had a
few more hours to travel that day. We urged the cattle on and
watched the children, trying to keep out of Mr. Moore’s way the
rest of the day.

Several days later Isaac sighted black spots
about one and one-half miles ahead of us. “What are those?” he
asked me.

“I’m not sure,” I answered. “I guess they
could be horses.”

We continued walking toward the black spots.
Isaac and I both watched them. About the time I knew what they
were, Isaac also recognized them and shouted, “Those spots are
buffalo.”

Mr. Moore and Mr. Herzog ran back to us and
excitedly yelled, “Buffalo! Let’s go hunting!”

 


 


 



Chapter 6 - The Buffalo Hunt

 


I looked back at Mrs. Herzog and saw a
worried look come over her face. “You be careful now,” she said to
her husband.

“Are you coming?” Mr. Herzog called to Isaac
and me.

While we saddled the extra two horses, Tom
and Ricky pleaded with their mothers to let them come with us.
“Wait for us!” they shouted. “We want to come.”

“Little shavers like the two of you can’t go
buffalo hunting,” chuckled Mr. Herzog. “I think you will have to
wait a few years for that.”

“We’re big. Besides, I can ride on the horse
behind Isaac and Ricky can ride behind Abe. Can we come, please?”
he said, looking at us.

“I think your pa is right,” I said as we
mounted our horses and followed the men in pursuit of the buffalo.
Long before we were close enough to shoot, the buffalo smelled us
and panicked. We urged our horses after the fleeing buffalo, which
headed up a ravine. I’m not sure how far we chased them before Mr.
Herzog finally yelled to let them go.

We got off the sweaty horses and let them
rest before Isaac pointed and said, “There’s another herd over
there.”

We mounted our horses and were ready to race
after them when Mr. Moore yelled, “Stop! Which way is the wind
blowing?”

He jumped off his horse, picked up some dead
grass and threw it into the air. It blew away from him toward the
buffalo. “We had better make a large circle around them so they
don’t catch our scent,” he said.

Climbing back onto his horse, he led us at a
right angle to the buffalo. We rode about a half mile, then angled
to the left. After traveling for about twenty minutes we finally
neared the buffalo. “Let’s get off our horses and walk,” Mr. Herzog
suggested. “We’re less apt to spook them.”

We crept along with our horses between the
buffalo and us until we were in shooting range. Mr. Herzog and Mr.
Moore fired into the herd, but I didn’t see any buffalo fall.

“We just shot holes in the air,” Mr. Moore
muttered.

They quickly reloaded their guns and mounted
their horses again. We raced over a small hill. Suddenly, we became
trapped in the midst of the boiling mass of the huge shaggy beasts.
The land around us was a twisted horde of carved ravines. The
buffalo, heading this way and that in confusion, tried to escape up
one of the many draws.

Mr. Moore urged his terrified horse to gallop
alongside a young bull. He shot his gun, but the bullet didn’t
bring the bull down. Instead, the bull lowered his head and aimed
his massive head and horns at the flank of Mr. Moore’s horse.
Seeing the danger, the horse bolted away just in time for the horns
to miss their mark.

The horse’s sudden lunging caught Mr. Moore
unprepared and jerked him to the side. As he grabbed for the
horse’s neck to keep from falling, he dropped his gun. In a few
seconds, all that remained was dust; the buffalo were gone.

Mr. Moore slid off his horse. Shaking, he
couldn’t say a thing. “I’ll get your gun,” Mr. Herzog said while
heading back to the terrifying scene.

Isaac and I rode our horses to the top of a
draw and watched the buffalo disappear from sight. “You hit the
buffalo after all!” I shouted. “There it is!”

We quickly rode to where the massive beast
lay. “You hit it!” I yelled again. Mr. Moore got back on his horse
by this time and the men rode over to us.

“I guess it’s time to butcher the animal.
We’ll have fresh meat after all!” Mr. Herzog said.

We cut large slabs of meat from the dead
buffalo. Mr. Herzog handed me strings of rawhide and told me to tie
the meat to the saddle. When we had loaded all of the meat we could
carry, we mounted our horses to head back to camp.

I looked around to see where the camp was,
but I had no idea. I glanced over at Isaac who looked as lost as I
was and we both looked to the two men for guidance. “I think camp
is over there,” Mr. Herzog said, unsure of himself while pointing
to our left. “Did we come from the east?”

“I thought we were going south,” I answered,
“but I’m not sure.”

“I’m not sure either,” Mr. Moore answered,
“but I think camp is straight ahead.”

We rode slowly ahead, looking for horse
tracks or signs that we were getting close to camp, but all we saw
were buffalo trails. We weren’t prepared to spend the night on the
prairie, but it looked like a possibility.

Isaac kept looking down at the buffalo
tracks. “The buffalo have to go to the Platte to drink and all the
trails go that direction,” he said pointing to our left. “If we
follow them, they should take us to the river. We’ll be able to
find the camp from there.”

We all looked down and turned our horses in
the direction of the tracks. In about forty-five minutes we reached
the river. From there it was just another twenty minutes until we
reached the wagons.

That night at supper we told the others about
the buffalo hunt, but left out the part where the bull charged Mr.
Moore’s horse. We also didn’t mention that we were lost on the
prairie and that if it wasn’t for Isaac we might still be wandering
around out there. After all, we wanted to hunt again without the
women stopping us with their worries.

The next morning, we awoke to find that the
oxen and other cattle had wandered off during the night. Mr.
Herzog, Mr. Moore, Isaac and I, along with men from other wagons,
saddled up the horses and headed down the Platte looking for the
cattle.

Within about forty-five minutes, we located
them. They were two hundred yards from the river, feeding on
prairie grass. We circled around them and drove them back to the
camp. By the time we got back, we had wasted half of the
morning.

Although it was late when we returned, Annie,
Tom and Ricky still weren’t ready to leave. There was a huge
prairie dog town not far from our camp, and the children were
watching the little animals. “Isaac, Abe, look at all those
animals!” Tom said in an excited whisper.

“There must be a million of them!” added
Ricky.

“What are they?” Tom asked.

Not looking away from them, Isaac answered
quietly, “Prairie dogs.”

For as far as we could see, the land was
covered with small piles of dirt stacked around little holes.
Prairie dogs sat upright on the dirt piles and watched for danger.
They made a kind of chirping or yipping sound. At times two of them
would touch noses as if they were greeting each other. Others ate
or clipped off vegetation with their teeth.

“There were more of them out of their holes a
little while ago,” Annie said. “I think they’re getting too hot and
going under ground.”

“Stop watching those sod poodles and help
yoke the oxen,” Mr. Moore barked at us. “We wasted enough time here
chasing those blasted cattle all over creation.”

Not wanting to upset him more, I got up and
headed toward the wagons to help. I turned around to see if Isaac
was coming, but he hadn’t moved. He still stared at the prairie
dogs and acted like he never heard Mr. Moore’s command.

“Are you going to help, or stay there all
day?” I asked.

“Help do what?”

“Mr. Moore told us to hitch up the oxen to
the wagons,” I answered.

“I didn’t hear him,” he said while getting
up. He reluctantly headed toward the wagons.

We soon had the oxen yoked and Isaac walked
back to watch the prairie dogs again. “Mr. Moore’s not in the best
of moods because of the late start, so we’d better go,” I told
him.

“We’re not in that much of a hurry and I want
to take a closer look,” he answered.

I looked back at Mr. Moore who seemed busy,
so I followed Isaac. Meadowlarks and other birds flew from the
ground in front of us. We saw a hole larger than a prairie dog’s
burrow, likely a badger hole.

I followed Isaac to the mounds for a closer
look. When we got too close, a prairie dog yipped a cry of alarm
and bobbed up and down as if excited. It gave its sharp warning
call again before disappearing under ground. Other prairie dogs
farther away repeated the call and watched us.

The holes were about three or four inches
across with dirt piled up around them making them look like a
funnel. The grasses in the prairie dog town had more new growth
than the surrounding area. “This would be a good place to graze the
oxen,” Isaac said. “Look at this new grass.”

“Won’t they break their legs in the holes?” I
questioned.

“How many buffalo with broken legs do you
see?” he asked.

Looking at the new grass, I thought he could
be right. I was ready to tell him so when Mr. Moore bellowed,
“We’re not going to wait all day on you two.”

We ran back to camp and were on our way. The
day was miserably hot and the oxen had a difficult time so we
stopped for a long noon break. Finally, by mid-afternoon, we
started moving again.

After about an hour, we saw a long line of
Indians with many ponies. “Who are all those people?” Ricky asked.
“And why do they have all those horses?”

“They’re Pawnee,” Mr. Herzog said. “They’re
moving.”

“Just like we are?”

“I guess you could say that,” Mr. Herzog
answered.

“Are they going to Oregon too?” Tom
asked.

“No,” Mr. Herzog replied, “they follow the
buffalo herds so they can hunt them. As the buffalo move, so do the
Pawnee.”

There were so many ponies that we couldn’t
see all of them at one time. Some held bareback riders; others had
poles fastened on each side. The ends were dragging on the ground
behind them. They were loaded with skins, tipis, lodge-poles, and
anything else you could imagine. Baskets, which carried children,
hung over each side of some ponies.

A sick Indian was bouncing over the rough
ground on hides stretched between poles pulled by a pony. Ricky
said, “I sure am glad I’m not him. I think by the end of the day,
stuff in his stomach must be like the cream in our butter
churns.”

We all chuckled and continued on our way.

 


 


 



Chapter 7 - The Storm

 


The trail continued upstream along the
Platte, the river we must follow to the Rocky Mountains. As the day
wore on the heat became unbearable. Suddenly, dark clouds warned us
of a summer storm. We unhitched the oxen and quickly set up camp.
Tents were pitched just in time.

The sky blackened, almost as if night had
fallen. The roar of the wind crashed through trees on the islands
in the river. We couldn't see them because their view was blocked
by the torrents of rain. The only sound louder than the wind and
driving rain was the deafening thunder.

The tent canvas held much of the water out,
but a drizzle leaked through anyway. Water soaked my hair, dripped
over my face and ran down my cheeks. The walls of the tent shook
violently back and forth with the force of the wind.

Lightning streaked across the sky and lit the
inside of the tent for brief instants. While I saw the elephant in
the storm, Isaac was filled with excitement. Witnessing the power
of nature gave him energy. After a few minutes, he opened the tent
door a crack and stuck his head out, allowing the driving rain to
wash the day’s dust and grime from his face.

As suddenly as the storm began, it ended. The
rain stopped and blue sky pushed back some of the clouds. The sun’s
light sent shafts through the clouds near the horizon. As it
lowered in the sky, the sun painted streaks of red, yellow and
orange above the Platte River. Isaac left the tent and faced west.
The grass, bent over by the wind, glistened in the remnants of
sunlight shining through the breaks in the clouds.

We were grateful we had pitched our tents on
high ground away from the river. Water was pouring over the low
areas into the Platte. We checked to make sure the oxen and wagons
made it safely through the storm before heading back to the tent
for the night.

Later I was awakened by the sound of thunder.
I opened the tent door and looked over the prairie. Lightning
flashed across the sky. The prairie looked as if the sun were
overhead for a brief moment, but the blackness of night engulfed us
the next instant. Lightning streaked across the sky most of the
night, though the storms were not as violent as the first one.

Morning came at last. Not really daylight -
just a faint hint of light in the east. I looked over at Isaac's
bedroll. It was flat. I hadn’t heard him get up, but he wasn't
there. I climbed out of my bedroll and into the cool, crisp air of
the early morning. Clouds, still scattered across the sky, created
a canvas for the sunlight to paint.

Isaac sat motionless on the ground. His eyes
were closed as he soaked up the morning. On his lap rested his
journal. I sat down and relaxed. I wasn't sure if he didn’t see me,
or if he just didn't care that I was there.

After a few minutes Isaac started writing in
his journal, then stopped for a while and wrote again. He got up
and walked toward the Platte River and sat down to write again. I
walked over and sat next to him.

"Times like this are so frustrating," he
said.

"What's wrong?" I asked.

"Last night's storm. This morning's sunrise.
The sky, plants, river and dew. The whole trip to Oregon. I try to
explain it - what it looks like and how it makes me feel, but words
don't have enough meaning. They can't capture a moment, let alone a
journey like this."

I looked over at the wagons and saw the women
getting ready to cook breakfast. Mr. Herzog was walking back to
camp after inspecting the oxen.

"Everyone's up," I said, "so we'd better help
break camp. I heard Mr. Moore complain yesterday that we aren't
doing enough to pay for all the food we eat. He told Mr. Herzog
he's ready to leave us behind."

"Mr. Herzog wouldn't leave us here," Isaac
said. "Would he?"

"I don't think he would if he had a choice,
but I don’t doubt for a minute that Mr. Moore would leave us
here."

"Mr. Moore has to forget about Oregon for a
while and learn to see the beauty where he's at. Storms have
drenched the land along this river for thousands of years. Floods
scoured the river bottom during the spring runoff and new plants
shot up from the previous year's dead grasses. Deer, buffalo and
pronghorn brought their young here to drink. That's all changing.
Someday people will plow this land. I don't want to miss it while
it's still wild."

Isaac was serious. I saw a wasteland we had
to pass through to get to the valuable land in Oregon, but he saw
beauty. "This land will never be plowed,” I said. Look at the
grass; it isn't tall enough to amount to anything. If it won't
grow, what makes you think crops will?"

"This land will change," is all he answered
as he got up and walked back to camp.

We walked next to the oxen along the Platte
River, which was so wide that we couldn’t tell for sure where the
forks joined. After we walked a few more days, the river changed
course and headed toward the south, so we knew we passed the fork
and had to cross soon. We stayed on the south side until we reached
a ford where the river was over a mile wide.

Isaac whispered under his breath. “There are
things I’d rather do than cross this river.”

“Me too,” I agreed.

The day was cloudy; the wind cold. We looked
at the river for a few more minutes before Mr. Moore shouted,
“Let’s get moving.”

We raised the wagon beds a foot on the
bolsters. After double-teaming the oxen, we started for the water.
The bank was steep and the wagon hit the water so fast it almost
flipped over. The oxen struggled across the shifting gravel
riverbed. The depth was only inches in some places, but deep enough
to require the livestock to swim in others. The current, strong and
rolling, pulled the wagons off course.

The first wagon reached an island in the
middle of the river. The driver turned the oxen to a
forty-five-degree angle upriver and entered the water again. Soon
it was at the bank directly opposite the point of entry.

Isaac and I crossed on horseback, herding
cattle and extra horses. After safely crossing, I looked back and
saw wagon after wagon plunging into the swirling water. We escorted
the oxen back to help pull the remaining wagons across. On our
second trip, a wagon just in front of us stopped.

“The wheels are sinking in quicksand,” yelled
the driver.

I rode to one of the front oxen and yelled
and slapped its side. Slowly, the oxen began to move again and
struggled to pull the wagon across. I turned my horse back to the
bank and drove the oxen to the waiting men. They were hitched to
the remaining wagons and the process was repeated until all the
wagons were on the north side. We camped a short distance away from
the river that night.

Late afternoon on the next day we arrived at
the top of a steep hill. The river wound its way through broken
hills before us. Behind us was the prairie we had traveled over.
Isaac and I sat on a rock and looked at the view.

“We’ll camp here for the night,” Mr. Moore
said. “We can start down in the morning.”

Early the next day we prepared the wagons for
descent. Setting the brakes on the wagons and chaining the wheels
so they wouldn’t turn helped us control the speed down. Ropes were
tied to the backs of the wagons. We all held onto them for dear
life so the wagons wouldn’t speed down the hill uncontrollably and
break into a thousand pieces.

When the first wagon was safely at the bottom
of the hill, we trudged back to the top to escort the next one
down. The other wagons in the train were being lowered in the same
manner. It was hard, backbreaking labor, but eventually only one of
our three wagons remained. When it was almost to the bottom of the
hill a knot holding one of the ropes slipped. The wagon lunged
forward.

The scared oxen bolted to the left and the
wagon turned onto its side. The accident broke the front wheel on
the left side, shattered several of the sideboards, smashed the
bows and tore the canvas covering. Red was knocked to the ground
and was struggling to get back on his feet. Mr. Herzog and Mr.
Moore unhitched him and the other oxen, making sure the rest of
them were not injured. Isaac and I led the oxen to the bottom of
the hill. Red was able to walk, but he limped.

Many of the wagon’s contents lay scattered
across the hillside. Annie, Isaac, and I collected everything and
carried it to the bottom of the hill. We placed the supplies in a
pile near the other two wagons. Then we helped the adults finish
unloading the wagon and carried those supplies down the hill.

The wagon was so badly damaged that it could
not be completely repaired. Mr. Moore and Mr. Herzog took off the
wheels and axles. With a saw, Mr. Herzog cut the box in half and
discarded the damaged front half. We struggled to get the undamaged
parts to the bottom of the hill.

Mr. Moore inspected Red. He said that the
injury wasn’t too bad. With a few days of rest he thought Red would
be all right.

It was late by the time we finished our work.
We set up camp and ate a quick supper before going to sleep
exhausted. The next morning Isaac and I explored the broad meadow
where the trail came to the Platte River. It contained everything
you could ask for – a cool, refreshing spring, trees for shade and
plenty of firewood. After weeks of walking through the desolate
prairie, Ash Hollow, as it was called, seemed like a paradise.

We spent two days there. The women washed the
clothes while Isaac and I helped Mr. Herzog and Mr. Moore rebuild
the broken wagon. We used good boards to make a new front for the
wagon. The tongue was attached, turning it into a one-axle cart. It
was silly looking, but at least we were able to carry some supplies
in it.

Wagon wheels were made of wooden spokes
extending out to felloes, which formed the round part of the wheel.
An iron rim supported the felloes. Many of the rims were beginning
to loosen because of shrinking in the dry air. We unloaded the
wagons, took off the wheels and soaked them in the river to make
them swell up again.

While the wagon wheels soaked, Mr. Herzog and
Mr. Moore decided to go hunting. Often, the men went hunting soon
after reaching camp or early in the morning while the women worked
and Isaac and I yoked the cattle and started the wagons moving.
Most of the time they failed to get fresh meat. I guess they found
that it was easier to farm back home than it was to shoot wild
animals in the wilderness.

On the third day we were again ready to be
off. We reloaded the wagons. We also loaded an unbroken wheel and
the front axle of the broken wagon for spare parts.

The break was good for the oxen. They had
plenty of grass to eat and were well-rested and ready to travel
again. Red seemed better, but he was allowed to walk alongside the
wagon instead of pulling it.

About mid-afternoon we came upon a wagon
stuck in the deep mud of a stream. The axletree was broken. There
wasn’t another wagon or emigrant in sight, so even Mr. Moore
couldn’t pass them without helping. The people’s names were Dennis
and Suzanne McBride. After leaving their home in Missouri, they
traveled with a large party of emigrants, but while Mrs. McBride
was giving birth to a baby, the rest of the group moved on without
them.

As we talked, the fear at being alone in the
wilderness faded from their eyes.

 


 


 



Chapter 8 - Another Family

 


“They just left you?” gasped Mrs. Moore.

“They said they didn’t have time to stop and
weren’t about to get snowbound in the mountains of Oregon,” replied
Mrs. McBride. “We tried to catch up with them, but we weren’t able
to.”

“What’s your baby’s name?” asked Mrs.
Herzog.

“We named her Sarah after my mother.”

“Could I hold her?” Mrs. Moore asked. As she
held Sarah, the women talked among themselves.

It took several hours to get the wagon out of
the mud and mend the axletree. While the men freed the wagon, Isaac
and I unhitched the oxen and set up camp for the night. As we
worked, Isaac didn’t say anything.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“What’s wrong with people?” he replied. “Is
getting to Oregon so important that there’s not enough time to have
compassion for others? How could anyone leave a man and woman with
a newborn baby here alone?”

“I guess fear of the unknown is pretty
powerful,” I answered, “but it still doesn’t excuse leaving them
behind.”

After the wagon was freed and the axletree
fixed, we ate supper.

The next day was more of the same - more
monotonous landscape, more of the same grass, sand, lizards and
prairie. But we were in for a treat that night after supper.

Isaac, the kids and I found some dry wood and
buffalo chips and built up the fire. I thought it would be another
night of reminiscing about the homes we left, the dreams we would
fulfill in Oregon and what we had seen that day, but Mr. McBride
opened a small black case and took out a fiddle.

“It’s time for a dance,” he said as he
rosined the bow. Everyone’s face lit up as they jumped to their
feet to dance. As soon as the first tune filled the night air, men,
women and children from the other wagons came to join us. “Skip to
my Lou” was followed by other lively tunes until the wee hours of
the morning. When we finally crawled into our bedrolls, we fell
asleep immediately. The sun was well up in the sky before we awoke
the next morning.

Lunch was a welcome break that day. We stayed
up way too late the night before dancing and playing music. We were
tired before we even left camp; no one was in much of a hurry to
get back on the trail. Just as Mr. Moore said, “It’s about time to
start moving,” we heard the sound of approaching horses.

We looked up and saw seven Indians coming
toward us riding horses bareback at full speed.

“Get behind the wagons, quick,” yelled Mr.
Moore. There was confusion as everyone ran for protection. Mr.
Moore walked ahead of us and raised his right hand into the air
with his palm in front. He moved it back and forth at which the
Indians stopped.

Mr. Moore raised his hand again and moved it
right and left several times.

“What is he doing?” I whispered to Mr.
Herzog.

“That’s sign language. I think he’s asking
them who they are.” He paused for a moment to watch them, and then
added, “Daniel learned some of the signs and showed them to
me.”

We watched in silence as one of the Indians
drew his hand across his throat. I thought he was signaling that he
was going to cut our throats so I backed up several steps. I looked
at the other men and watched them grip their guns tightly.

Looking back at Mr. Moore, I saw him raise
both hands above his head and clasp them together as if he were
shaking them. The Indian responded with the same gesture and
continued slowly toward us. I looked at Mr. Herzog who seemed
relieved.

“When the Indian drew his hand across his
throat, he was saying he was a Cut Throat, or Sioux,” Mr. Herzog
said. “Clasping his hands is a sign for friendship,” he added.

Several men walked over to meet the Indians.
They talked a few minutes before the Indians got off their horses
and sat on the ground.

One of the Indians took a pipe from a pouch
and waited for Mr. Moore to give him some tobacco. When the pipe
was filled the Indian lit it. He passed it to Mr. Herzog, who
smoked before handing it to Mr. McBride. After each person had
smoked the pipe, the Indians said they wanted to trade goods with
us.

They had moccasins and food. They wanted
tobacco, powder and lead. When they finished trading, they mounted
their horses and rode off. We watched them disappear over a hill
before Mr. Herzog said, “Step Red. Step Bill.” He cracked his whip
in the air, urging the slow-moving beasts on. One by one, the
wagons started moving.

A large rock formation came into view as we
headed west. “There’s the Court House,” Isaac said. “Do you want to
climb it after supper?”

I’m not sure why he even asked me that
because I always said yes when he wanted to do something fun.

As we trudged on, hour after hour, the rock
appeared to be no closer. It seemed to float above the plains far
in the distance.

When we stopped to camp, Isaac said, “I guess
we’re not going to climb the Court House tonight.”

“I guess not,” I agreed. “It didn’t seem that
far away, did it?”

“No,” he answered. “Let’s go find some
buffalo chips. The sooner we find them, the sooner we get to
eat.”

For weeks, other than at Ash Grove, we had
seen very few trees. We could travel miles or even days and not see
a tree, so naturally we had to rely on buffalo chips to cook with.
It hadn’t taken long to figure out better ways to carry them. A
couple of old burlap sacks made gathering them much easier. Women
and girls would fill their aprons with them as they walked
alongside the wagons.

We had contests to see who could fill a sack
the fastest. Isaac and I won most of the time because we could run
faster than the younger children, but sometimes they would find a
bunch together and fill a sack without moving.

I went to the Platte and washed my hands
after filling a sack clear full of buffalo chips that evening.
While I was drying them on my pants, Isaac came to me with a sick
look on his face. "What's wrong?" I asked.

"Did you see what they plan to feed us
tonight? I think I would rather go back to eating your
cooking."

"It can't be that bad, can it?" I asked.

"Mrs. Herzog scooped a bowl of pulverized
brown stuff from under some grease and mixed it with flour and is
boiling it."

I wasn't sure I was really hungry enough to
eat what he described. I walked past the cooking fire for a
first-hand look and wasn't impressed. "What are we having for
supper?" I asked.

"This is pemmican," Mrs. Herzog answered. "We
read about it in a guide book, so we traded with the Indians for
it. They pound dried buffalo meat into powder. Mixed with flour and
boiled, it’s supposed to be good tasting and good for you. When
it's dried like this, it will keep for months."

She could tell by the look on my face that
she hadn’t convinced me about its good taste. "You'll like it, just
wait and see."

When the pemmican was cooked, she filled my
plate. I carefully touched a little of the stuff to my tongue. I'll
have to admit that it did taste better than it looked. I was hungry
and soon forgot what it looked like.

"I see you're still alive," Mrs. Herzog said
with a grin after we finished eating.

"It doesn't taste half as bad as it looks," I
agreed.

"It doesn't what?" she asked indignantly.

"I mean it tastes pretty good," I replied
quickly.

"You'd better watch what you say about a
woman's cooking," Mr. Herzog joked, "or you'll be going
hungry."

Mrs. Herzog just laughed and finished her
supper.

The air cooled off and I rubbed my arms to
warm myself. We climbed into our bed rolls as the sun slid down
behind the Court House.

The next morning we awoke early. The air was
cold and damp. Clouds covered the landscape, completely blocking
the Court House from view. Shortly after starting, the fog lifted.
I watched as the top of the rock showed. Then it loomed
mysteriously in front of us. Eventually, the last few wisps of
clouds dissolved in the heat of day.

By nightfall, we still had not reached the
base of the rock. “I bet we’ll be there tomorrow,” Isaac said.

“I hope so,” I added. “We must have walked
twenty miles since we first saw it and it’s still a long way
off.”

The next day as we passed the Court House Mr.
Moore yelled, “It’s time for a noon break.”

The wagons stopped along the trail. People
unhitched their oxen to graze. We sat and started to eat our noon
meal.

I looked at the Court House and a smaller
rock next to it. The Court House looked like a huge, run-down, old
building. I could imagine walls and a roof. In my mind I thought it
might have been haunted. Annie brought me back to reality when she
said, “Can we climb those rocks?”

Mr. Moore answered, “Yes, but just you, Abe
and Isaac. It’s too far for the little boys.”

“We’re not little,” Ricky said. “We can climb
it.”

“Not today,” his mother said. “Why don’t the
two of you help me find some sticks to put in the wagon for a fire
tonight?”

Ricky and Tom ran off to find sticks while
Annie, Isaac and I started for the rock.

“If you get back and we’re gone, just follow
the trail. You should have no problem catching up with the
slow-moving oxen,” Mr. Herzog said as we started out.

“We’ll be back to help hitch the oxen,” I
said. “It’s only about a half mile away.

Was I ever wrong! We hurried for almost two
hours before reaching the base. The closer we came, the more we
noticed details. It was not a magical, huge building, but a rough,
eroded rock. We started our hike up and before long we reached the
summit. Looking back toward the trail, we could see that the wagon
train had already left.

“We better hurry. The wagons are gone,” Annie
said with a worried voice.

Isaac, in his usual, calm manner, replied,
“We have plenty of time. Let’s look around.”

The other rock, not far away, was about the
same height, but much smaller around. To the south, a level plain
stretched away. Looking west, we saw cones, spires and carved
hills. Chimney Rock shot up in the distance.

We paused for a few more minutes to carve our
names into the Court House’s soft surface. They joined hundreds of
other names that had been written before. Hurrying, we headed back
to the trail. It was after dark and we were sore, hungry and
completely worn out before we arrived in camp.

We stayed with the wagons the next day and
camped near Chimney Rock that night. “I wonder how far that rock
is?” we heard a man from another wagon say as we collected buffalo
chips.

His friend said, “I bet I could be there in
fifteen minutes.”

“I’ll bet you five dollars you can’t,” the
first answered.
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