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Foreward

Howdy folks. The name’s Mount. My given name at birth was Thaddeus Beauregard Battner. Now, my pa’s name was Christopher and my ma’s name was Sara. How the hell they came up with Thaddeus Beauregard plumb mystifies me. I never did get around to askin’ them about it before they passed on. I guess the reason I never asked was cause they never called me Thaddeus or Beauregard. Oh, Ma may’ve used Thaddeus a time or two when I got her real riled up over something, but as far back as I can remember it’s always been just Mount. It started out, I was told, as Our Little Mountain Man, but it’s just been Mount as far back as I can remember. As I grew, and grew, and grew, it became obvious that I was gonna be one mountain-sized mountain man. Ma and Pa both being rather considerable, I guess it was just natural that I’d be big as a danged ole cottonwood. I finally quit growin’ at around six and a half feet. Cause of my size other folks took to calling me Mount too, short for mountain. Truth be told, there’s a couple of lady folk down at the Rendezvous who, with just a bit of a blush blooming in their cheeks, call me Mount for a whole other reason, but those stories ain’t for tellin’.

Pa decided he was picking up and coming out west around about 1815, the best I can figure. He’d heard about a couple of gentlemen name of Lewis and Clark who had led a military expedition to the Pacific Ocean and back. Pa had heard stories of the Lewis and Clark trip, the adventures they’d had and the incredible beauty of the land, and just decided it was someplace he needed to see. He came, he saw, he stayed for the rest of his short life.

Pa knew it was gonna be a hard trip crossing the country headed west, and an even harder way of life, especially since he was dumber than a pile of buffalo shit when it came to living off the land. I think one of the reasons he and Ma survived was that he was a smart enough man to realize how dumb he was, and took that fact into account. I reckon “simple” and “careful” best explain how they traveled. They mostly ate the grub they’d brought with them. Supplies included plenty of dried meat: bacon, salt pork, and jerky. They also had vegetables such as potatoes, carrots and beans; according to Pa, lots and lots of beans. There was rice, wheat, and flour for making hot cakes or mush. Pa learned how to hunt by trying and failing over and over again. Lucky for him and Ma they didn’t have to rely on Pa’s hunting skills or they would’ve been danged hungry. As for danger, about the only real threat they ran into was in crossin’ the rivers and streams they came to. It was early spring and the water level was still fairly low so the crossings were possible, but still put quite a scare into them. Neither Ma or Pa could swim. I don’t remember any stories of near drowning, so being scared must’ve been as close as they came.

He was attracted by the totally untamed west, the unknown and the undiscovered; the challenge. Locking horns with Mother Nature and defying the elements sounded not only dangerous, but adventurous and exciting. Being the son of a general store operator in St. Louis, adventure and excitement were things sorely lacking in my pa’s upbringing. He was in his early twenties and knew if he was going west it was time to go. With his mind set on leavin’ he faced the task of telling his lady friend, Sara Mae, goodbye. Years later Pa’s eyes still lit up like a full moon as he told me how he nearly burst with joy when his Sara informed him she’d be going along.

“You can barely take care of yourself in the middle of St. Louis, you wouldn’t last a week in the wilderness.” Is how Pa said she explained it. Ma said she just couldn’t picture living life without him. Ma and Pa got hitched about a week before leaving St. Louis, Ma bein’ a proper lady and all.

Together, with nothing more than a couple of horses to ride, one horse to pack all they owned, and a whole wagon train full of hopes, and dreams, they crossed the country from St. Louis to the Rocky Mountains in the northwest; and found themselves the most beautiful spot in all the world.

Their families made it real clear they thought both of them were plumb crazy for going. Pa admitted to me there were a few times during the trip that he figured they were probably right. It was a mighty hard road, and a danged miracle that a greenhorn and his young bride even survived the trip.

But they did survive, and Pa found that special place near the foot of one of the smaller ranges in the Rocky Mountains. There’s a fairly large creek that Pa named the Sweetgrass, running past the cabin and down to the Yellowstone River about a mile away. The mountains are a couple miles back behind, rising up in all their God-given majesty. The mountains give way to the rolling foothills, pine covered, green, and lush; the dark green pine forest here and there broken by a stand of aspen or birch trees, standing out in different colors depending on the time of year. The foothills then roll on down and open up into the most beautiful valley meadow a person can picture. In the springtime, when the world is reborn, that meadow is plumb full of wildflowers in bloom, butterflies showing off, birds flying and singing, and the like, all spread out under the biggest, bluest sky you can imagine. It’ll all bring tears to a grown man, and that’s a fact.

Back then the land didn’t rightly belong to nobody except the Indians, buffalo, and grizzly bear. Pa built a right nice log cabin, with a small corral for the horses, and a tilled vegetable garden; worked with a shovel Pa had traded for. There was plenty of game to hunt, once Pa figured out how to hunt it. There were also plenty of vegetables from Ma’s garden. With Pa trading animal pelts and hides for anything else they needed, my folks built a wonderful and special life in those mountains.

A direct result of that special life was me. Ma and Pa figured I was probably one of the very first white children born out west, since they were one of the very first white couples to make that move. We didn’t have any neighbors, only a few Indians ridin’ by now and again. Mostly they were friendly, and if not, they were very respectful of Pa’s flintlock rifle.

Twice a year, in the spring and fall, we’d pack up the horses with Pa’s furs, pelts and hides and travel for about a week south to Fort Granger where they held the Rendezvous. Rendezvous was a gathering of settlers, mountain folks, and Indians for the purpose of trading goods, having numerous competitions such as horse races, foot races, wrestling matches, or sharp shooting; but I think the main purpose was raising hell. Rendezvous could last up to a month, although we normally stayed for only five or six days. Pa would trade his hides and furs for coffee, sugar, flour, salt, and the like.

That gathering was about my only chance to be around other folks; there were even some kids, mostly Indian, near my own age. Now kids bein’ kids, we tended to get into all kinds of mischief; stealing food, stealing liquor, stealing a peek at the ladies that entertained the men at Bell’s Place. Hell, watching the adults, we figured that causing mischief was the main purpose of Rendezvous. As I got older the trouble we got into got more and more interesting; fist fighting, getting drunk and rowdy, and spendin’ some time with those ladies at Bell’s. Yep, I’ve always enjoyed Rendezvous—visiting, trading, and mostly just raising hell.

On the way home after every spring and fall get-together, when I was a youngun, Ma would bring out a peppermint candy cane she’d gotten for me.

“Now if you’re careful, you could make that last all the way home, you know,” she always told me, and I knew she was right. The candy cane lasted about two miles.

Ma was a schoolteacher back in St. Louis, and was downright serious about giving me an education as I grew up. We spent hours sitting beside the creek doing school work when it was good weather. When the weather was bad, and during the winter, we’d sit huddled by the fire to do our studying, using the fire for heat and light. Ma made sure I learned my reading, writing, and arithmetic. I’ve gotta admit, over the years, all three have come in mighty handy a time or two.

I guess I’ve always been a storyteller. When I was small enough to walk under a snake’s belly I was a storyteller. Of course back then I hadn’t lived a whole lot yet, so I had to make up most everything. But as I’ve grown and had some livin’ under my belt, and a few adventures I’ve survived, my stories now are, of course, the gospel truth. Well…mostly.





Chapter 1

It all started about four years ago when, mid-winter, Pa left to check his trap lines along the Yellowstone River and never came home. Bein’ the way of the mountains, Ma and I, in a way, expected it to happen someday. Although not awfully surprised, we were mighty grieved and missed Pa something powerful. Ma never was the same after Pa was gone; it was like a part of her had gone with him.

I spent the better part of a month following Pa’s trap lines and scouring the country looking for some sign, but saw nothing. Whether he was set upon by hostile Indians, tangled with a grizzly bear or mountain lion, or slipped and fell into the river and drowned, I guess we’ll never know.

Like I said, Ma was never the same. She spent most of her time sitting and staring off down the valley like she was expecting Pa to come home. After grieving for a little over a year after Pa was gone, Ma gave up on waiting and went to join him in that happy hunting ground beyond the sky. I don’t rightly know if she had a sickness of some sort or if it was just her broken heart, but in the end she just kinda shriveled up and passed on real quiet like. I buried her on the hilltop by the giant cottonwood, so she could keep watch over the cabin and her garden down below.

Over the next year or so I just kinda existed without really living. I hunted for food, ate when I had to, drank when I had to, slept when I had to, and spent a lot of time wondering why and pondering the ways of life…and death. That whole time is kinda hazy to me now. After an awful long time wandering in that fog it finally started lifting a little and I realized that life was just gonna keep going on after all, so hell, I might as well join back up.

In all my born days I’d never been far from the mountains. Other than going to Rendezvous, I did all my traveling in the mountains with Pa, hunting, camping, and setting trap lines. I’d listened to my folks talk some about St. Louis, and how life had been there. They didn’t talk about it much, but it sounded to me like a whole lot of people in an awful small space, with lots of noise and confusion. In fact, it sounded scary as hell.

I figured both Ma and Pa probably still had family in St. Louis, and I felt like it was just the proper thing to do to let their families know of their passing. Since I didn’t figure I could count on any of them to be stopping by the cabin any time soon, the only other thing to do was to pack up my bedroll and traveling gear onto Skyhawk, the Mustang pony I’d traded for, and travel to St. Louis; I just needed to figure out where the hell St. Louis was.

Pa and I had done a whole lot of campin’ out and living off the land so I was confident that I’d be okay on the trail. Having no idea what was in store for me in the months to come, I was even excited about my adventure; and knew that I was doing the right thing. As soon as the snow melted enough to travel in the spring of 1841, I started out for St. Louis. My trip began by going south to Fort Granger for two reasons. First, it was the only place I knew how to get to, and second, I was hoping that Captain Lancaster, who was in charge at the fort, could give me some directions to St. Louis.

I’d made the trip to Fort Granger twice a year most of my life, but that spring was the first time I made it alone. I figured I could make the trip with my eyes closed; turned out I barely made it with my eyes wide open. The afternoon of the third day I came out of a long narrow ravine to find myself facing a large pine covered hill with a valley running up both sides. I remembered the place; I just couldn’t remember which valley we had taken in the past. I’d always just followed Pa. Luckily, as I sat beside a small spring having a bite to eat and pondering which way to go, three young Indian braves rode up coming from the west. One of the braves was a feller I’d known from past Rendezvous. Turned out they were headed to Fort Granger themselves and I was able to ride along. I didn’t bother telling them that I was lost when they found me.

When I got to the fort I found Captain Lancaster and inquired about directions to St. Louis. “You need to head northeast until you meet up with the Missouri River.” Captain Lancaster told me. “Then follow it until you come to a big city. That should be St. Louis.” How could I go wrong with that?

Actually, the trip out to St. Louis turned out to be by far the easiest part of the whole damned adventure. Once we’d found the Missouri and knew we were on the right trail, Skyhawk and I took it real easy, traveled at an easy pace and just enjoyed being out amongst God’s creations. The good Lord sure enough knew what he was doing when he created this land of ours. The rugged, majestic Rocky Mountains will always be my home and my most beloved part of this country, but even when I got away from the mountains and was traveling across hundreds of miles of plains and prairie, it was still beautiful in its own special way. As far as your eyes can see, and in those parts that’s a long danged way, there is…well…nothin’. But somehow it’s still beautiful; endless miles full of sagebrush, snake grass, and wildflowers.

Not long into the trip I saw a herd of buffalo stretched out on the plains so vast it took me a full day to ride past it, and that’s the truth. Once I got away from the foothills and into the prairie lands the deer and elk pretty much disappeared. There were mostly just buffalo and antelope. Once I moved on into the desert prairie lands even the buffalo disappeared, but there were still antelope; millions of antelope. Now, I’ve eaten buffalo, deer, and elk my whole life, and enjoy one just about as well as the other. Not only do I not like antelope meat much, but you gotta work awful damned hard to get it. One particular day I lay in a little hollow in the ground for nigh on to three hours until I could get a shot. I won’t shed a tear if I never eat antelope meat again.

I did have one rattlesnake meal along the trail. Skyhawk was working a steady trot across the prairie and I wasn’t even half paying attention when he suddenly quit going east and headed straight north. I continued headed east without the benefit of a horse. To make a bad situation worse, as I was flying through the air I saw the reason for Skyhawk’s distress; a large prairie rattlesnake was coiled on a flat rock. The same flat rock I was about to land on!

I can’t explain it folks. I don’t know myself how I did it, but I swear on my momma’s grave that in mid flight, touching nothing but air, I twisted and somehow changed directions; not much, but enough. I landed maybe two feet to the left of the rock where that snake was sunning himself. Now two feet to the side was way better than right on top of, but still plenty close enough to get snake bit. So when I hit the ground I didn’t bother to take the time to get up, I just started rolling; all the time waiting to feel those fangs latch on! After rolling over a rock or two and a big sagebrush, I jumped to my feet and stood ready to run, jump, or spit, whatever needed to be done; but the snake was still on the rock. He was still coiled up for business, but didn’t seem to be concerned about me anymore. There were several other rocks spread around to use for weapons so I had rattlesnake for supper. Snake isn’t my favorite meal either, but it sure did beat the hell out of antelope again.

Then there was the afternoon that I built a little, and I repeat little, fire under a tall ponderosa pine to warm up some grub while waiting out a bit of a rainstorm. It’d been a downright hot day, and the little sprinkle cooled it off real nice; so nice that I dozed off sitting up against the tree, beside the fire. Well, seems that while I slept a breeze picked up and whipped my little fire up and into the dead under branches of the pine tree. I woke to my world on fire. Thought maybe I’d died and woke in the pits of Hell for a second or two, until I remembered where I was. The tree burned, but the rain kept the fire from going anywhere, and I learned another important life lesson. Actually a couple, I’ll be picking my tree more carefully, and I won’t be going to sleep with a fire burnin’; that last one my Pa had taught me, I obviously just needed a little reminding.

The trip east took around two months. Now I ain’t gonna bore you folks with a day by day account of my journey to St. Louis. Nearly getting snake bit and burnt alive were the two most exciting things that happened. There were a couple of violent spring thunderstorms that I rode through; and one so powerful I was forced to take cover among a small stand of cottonwood trees that lined the river. There were also a couple of anxious moments crossing streams that joined the Missouri and there were three days that I was watched from a distance by a small band of Indians; it was hard to sleep at night waiting to see if they were going to attack. Most of the trip was filled with easy traveling, where each and every sunrise welcomed a new day full of new experiences filled with new sights and sounds. I’d highly recommend traveling in the spring if you were to ask; even the ugly is prettier in the spring.

I saw a whole passel of wild flowers I’d never seen before, and some I’d seen before, but never in those colors. Or maybe one day it’d be the gnarled remains of a tree standing all alone out in the middle of nowhere. Each day was something new and exciting. And the sunsets in the prairie! They’re a whole different critter than the sunsets in the mountains. Now don’t get me wrong, a Rocky Mountain sunset is one of the most beautiful sights God placed on this here earth, but the colors tend to stay in the west near the horizon, sometimes bleeding onto nearby clouds. A prairie sunset takes over the whole damn sky. The colors kinda spread across the clouds like a runaway grass fire. On the other hand, without clouds for a prairie sunset, you don’t get much of a display. It’s light, it gets darker, and it’s dark. A mountain sunset doesn’t necessarily need clouds to show off.

One day I came upon a couple real nice homesteads built close together along the river, and I figured I was getting close. At the first of the places I had to stop out front and take a few minutes just to take it all in. I’d never seen such extravagance! Those folks had built a house that a whole damn Indian tribe could live in. Then, behind it a hundred feet or so, they had another danged house! Why the hell they’d need two houses is a mystery to me, but there it was just the same; and it was all surrounded by a fancy white fence.

Late afternoon that same day, as I was travelin’ easy, just like every other day, I came up over a little rise, just like every other rise, and there she was! Spread out below me in this little hollow, St. Louis! I have to admit I wasn’t as impressed as I thought I’d be. It just wasn’t as awe inspiring as I had figured it to be, but still more buildings, people, animals, and ruckus going on than I’d ever seen before. It was like three or four western Rendezvous going on all at the same time.

As I approached down the main road into the city I was met by a hard-looking man packing one of them fancy new Colt six-shot revolvers. It was holstered but the stranger’s hand rested on the grip.

“Howdy partner,” I called out. I put on a big smile hoping he’d see how friendly I was. “You the official welcoming committee for St. Louis, are ya?” I’m thinking I musta looked one hell of a sight. I had trail dust covering me in layers, and that was with taking a dip in the river every few days. The way I looked and smelled, I could see how this feller could have been a bit cautious, but instead of looking scared or nervous the guy just looked a little confused.

“Where’d you say?” he asked.

“St. Louis,” I said, and pointed back over my shoulder, like that’d show him right where I’d been. “I came clear from the Rocky Mountains out west.”

“Don’t know anything about any rock mountains,” he replied, “but I do know St. Louis, and this ain’t it partner. This here is the American Fur Company’s western trading post. St. Louis is nearly 300 miles east of here.” Sure enough did explain why it’d looked so small.

Turned out this feller, name of Jim Ferguson, who came out to meet me was a right fine gentleman. I looked like six and a half feet of ugly having a bad day and smelled like the wrong end of a buffalo, and he still invited me back to his home.

Now his wife, Mabel, she wasn’t quite so understanding at first. She saw us coming and met us at the front door with a broom that she wasn’t intending on doing any sweeping with.

“What in tarnation you bringing home now James?” She looked at me like I was the very devil himself and she was preparing to spread some gospel with that broom handle. Mr. Ferguson had quite a time talking some sense into that lady. She finally came around, and after washing most of the dirt and smell off in a nearby pond, clothes and all, Mrs. Ferguson allowed me to come into her home, and I have to say, treated me right nice. She fed me some sort of soup/stew that just may have been the finest eating I’ve ever had. It was chunks of chicken mixed with several different vegetables in a thick broth, and it was all seasoned straight from heaven. Mabel served it with fresh baked bread and huckleberry jam. After eating way more than is healthy for a feller, and then having a couple pulls off a whiskey bottle, I slept like a baby. I did have to pull up a chair to the bottom of my cot for my feet to rest on. Next morning, after a breakfast damn near as good as supper had been, I was plumb eager to get back on the trail.

One thing Captain Lancaster failed to tell me about was that the Missouri River emptied into the Mississippi River before gettin’ to St. Louis, and I had to cross the damned thing. I’d crossed several small tributaries that emptied into the Missouri along the way, but nothing Skyhawk couldn’t wade across; still being early in the spring and all.

Neither of my folks had ever learned to swim. When I was just a youngun, they decided I needed to know how. We had a mountain man friend named Buck Nealy. Ole Buck knew how to swim although he couldn’t remember how he’d learned. So, Buck, during a summer visit, got the task of teaching me to swim. Now, Buck figured it wasn’t so much teaching a person to swim as just giving them the opportunity. His thinking was that everybody knew how to swim deep down inside, some folks just didn’t know they knew. He gave me my opportunity by dumping me into the deep fishin’ hole down on the creek. I damn near drowned before I was able to catch hold of a willow branch and pull myself out. After that I worked on teaching myself. Over the next couple years I spent a lot of the summer down at that fishin’ hole and got so I could do a passable dog paddle. Dog paddling across the creek is a hell of a long ways from swimming across the Mississippi River. Swimming the Mississippi wasn’t something I was looking forward to.

As it turned out I didn’t worry nearly enough. Skyhawk, bless his heart, paused for only a second on the bank. I picked a spot where the slope into the river was gradual so we could walk in slowly. When his feet left the ground Skyhawk panicked for just a second, his eyes flashing and his nostrils flaring, then he realized he could swim, and he settled down. The Mississippi, being the Mississippi, was wide and to the eye appeared to be moving slow, so I was surprised at the pull of the current when we got into it. Then, just as Skyhawk was really getting the feel for swimming, his front hooves hit some rocks that were the outer edge of an underwater gravel bar. His feet stopped moving, his knees gave way, and Skyhawk tumbled head first into the river. Don’t know why the hell a person would try to hang on to a horse that’s going underwater, but that’s just what I did. My hands locked down on the saddle and my legs clamped down around Skyhawk’s middle, and I hung on! Skyhawk sorta rolled onto his side up onto the submerged gravel bar, with me still in the riding position. I’d gotten a pretty good breath before we went under, but by the time I’d bounced three or four times with a horse on one side of me and a pile of rocks on the other, I was in bad need of some fresh air. On the upward side of the next bounce I kicked myself free of Skyhawk, twisted to get my legs under me, and kicked for the surface. It didn’t take long to get there seeing how, squatted down like I was, the surface was only about six inches above my head. I stood up on the gravel bar panting like an old dog; the water was up to about my chest. Again I was surprised at the power of the slow moving water. I planted my feet wide apart and leaned back against the current and looked for Skyhawk. Seems all he was waitin’ on was for me to get the hell off his back. Skyhawk was twenty feet downriver, and thirty feet closer to the far bank, and was swimming like he’d done it all his life.

So there I was. Standing on some slippery, slimy rocks in the middle of the Mississippi River, my legs were spread wide and I was leaning back against the push of the water. And I’ll admit my knees were shaking a little too. It wasn’t much further to the far shore than it was back to where I’d come from, and the far shore was where my horse was headed, and where I needed to be. It didn’t look like Skyhawk was coming back for me; in fact he was nearly to the bank; looked like it was up to me.

I lifted my feet up off the rocks and let the current take me. By staying in a sitting position with my feet pointed downriver, I was able to keep my head above water and sort of control where I went with my hands and arms. I floated for maybe a half mile, while I slowly worked my way towards the bank, and tried hard to keep hold of my fear and not let it turn into all out panic. I knew panic would kill me. Finally, I felt mud underneath my feet. I got my legs under me and scrambled the last twenty feet to dry land.

“Hallelujah! Thank you Lord!” I sent up, between gasps. I figured I might as well pray since I was on my knees anyway; trying to catch my breath. I think the being scared was more of a hardship than the getting myself out of the river. I looked and saw Skyhawk a couple hundred feet away grazing, so I spent the next little while sitting on the bank of the Mississippi contemplating the joy of still being among the living.

It took about two more weeks to get to the real St. Louis; I figured around two months total since I’d left my cabin. The traveling between the American Fur Company and St. Louis was easy, with a dirt road to follow and farms and folks on a pretty regular basis all the way. There were more than a couple of places where I had to stop and stare; spending a few minutes in wonder at the splendor of it all.

When I did finally get to St. Louis, early one afternoon, there was no mistaking it for anything else. Folks, this mountain man had never even imagined there could be that many people and that much chaos going on all in one place.

As I sat there atop Skyhawk and stared in awe and some fear at the city before me, I’ll admit I almost just turned around right there and then and hightailed it back to my mountain cabin. But I came for a reason and damn it all, I was set on getting it done. I took a couple of deep breaths to calm my nerves, worked up my courage, nudged Skyhawk with my heels, and rode on into the city of St. Louis, Missouri. I should’ve gone home.





Chapter 2

Now folks, I been face to face with an Indian trying to take my scalp. I been face to face with a grizzly bear trying to take my whole damned head off. I been ankle to face with a timber rattler long enough to use as a lasso. Was I scared? Damn right I was! Every time! But I swear, not as scared as I was that day riding into the confusion and calamity that was St. Louis. As I rode down that main street; oh yeah…I found out that roads are called streets when they’re inside a city…I just couldn’t believe there could be so much going on all at once. I swear I was so busy gawkin’ at everything all around me that a couple times I plumb forgot to breathe and nearly fainted out of the saddle. The street I brought into town kept going straight ahead until the buildings on both sides seemed to meet off in the distance. And every few hundred feet or so there was another danged street running north and south too! And when you looked down any of those side streets they were filled with houses that met off in the distance. I couldn’t believe there were people that lived in each and every one of those houses. Hell, I didn’t know there were that many people in the whole damned world!

Just on that main street alone there were people in the street, on the boardwalk beside the street, between the shops, in the shops, hell, even a couple on top of the shops. There were horses for riding, horses for packing, and horses pulling wagons; little wagons, big wagons, even wagons covered with canvas. There were dogs and cats running around everywhere. I swear I even saw a pig strutting down that street like he owned the whole damn works. One thing there wasn’t was any other mountain men. Wearing my old deerskin britches that were so thin in the rear that my backside was threatenin’ to play peek-a-boo, and my four- or five-year-old deerskin shirt, I stood out like a rainbow trout trying to run with a buffalo herd.

Skyhawk and I wandered down the street in a daze for a bit trying our best to stay out of the way. It took awhile, but when I finally started thinking again, I could only wonder where a feller would even make a start to find someone in all this mess.

Having no idea what to do, I was still simply taking it all in when I saw it. Right there beside something called a telegraph office was a sign I recognized from Fort Granger. The sign said saloon. Wasn’t sure if I would find out anything about my grandpa’s store in there, but I knew it was a damn good place to start lookin’. I hitched Skyhawk to a post out front and went in.

Along one side of the biggest danged room I’d ever seen was a bar that had to be forty feet long, with probably forty men leaning up against it. The rest of the room was full of tables and chairs, and I swear there was a feller’s butt in every chair. Not knowing what to do I just kinda ambled up to the end of the bar and was just watching all that was happening when the barkeep feller came up to me.

“Whiskey?” he asked.

Well now, I hadn’t thought about it, but that did sound powerful good. “Why, yes sir, thank you,” I answered, proud that I’d remembered my manners. He poured some whiskey into this little glass and set it down in front of me. I picked it up and drank it down in one swallow as there was just barely a mouthful. Well I wanna tell you folks, whoever mixed up that batch surely knew what he was doin’ because that whiskey burned from tongue to gut. Now folks, I’ve had my share of whiskey, probably had my first drink when I was just a teenager, but I hadn’t had a drop for a long while, and I commenced to coughing and choking like I was gonna keel over right there and then. My eyes were tearing up. My throat was closing up. It must’a took a full two or three minutes before I could take a proper breath and my eyes cleared enough to see. There were a few curious stares, but nobody seemed to be paying much attention to me, which I was damn glad to see; but that barkeep was still standing there looking at me.

“That’ll be a nickel,” he said, with just a touch of a snicker in his voice.

Now, I knew about money. They used it instead of trading sometimes at Fort Granger. Yes sir, I knew what money was, but I sure as hell didn’t have any! I told the barkeep that and he got all kinds of worked up. He was yelling and carrying on so that I couldn’t even understand most of what he was saying. Some words I did catch were “freeloader,” “bum.” and “drifter.” Well now, that barkeep’s outburst had gotten everybody’s attention, and it seemed everyone in that saloon was staring at me like I was some sort of bad news. Part of me wanted to just turn around and get the hell outta there as fast as I could, but the pride in me rose up and couldn’t be convinced to leave.

“Now hold on there, friend!” I said. “I ain’t none of those things you’re spoutin’; now just calm down a damned minute! I didn’t know you’d be wanting money or I wouldn’t of taken the glass. Hell, I thought you was just being neighborly.” Well now, that got everybody in the place to laughing and whooping it up like they’d never heard of such a ridiculous notion.

Not quite everyone was laughing. That barkeep didn’t see anything funny in being taken for a nickel. It took some doing, but eventually I got enough of my story out to convince him that I truly wasn’t trying to take advantage, and we worked out a trade. He put me to work behind the bar washing dishes and stocking shelves in return for some food and a little more of that ass kickin’ whiskey. After a few more sips I was able to swallow it down with just barely a shudder.

As it turned out that barkeep feller, Harold Pearson by name was pretty understanding of my situation. He was also smart enough to figure that having a mountain-sized mountain man around could be a damn handy thing. I got a place to sleep, which was a cot in the back room that I shared with five or six rats and a flying bug of some sort that was nearly as big as the rats. I got a meal twice a day and a stall for Skyhawk out back of the saloon. And I got all the whiskey I could drink…when Mr. Pearson wasn’t looking. What Mr. Pearson got was a danged ole slave. He had me packing whiskey barrels, beer barrels, and boxes full of wine. I was stocking shelves, washing dishes, taking care of customers, polishing mirrors, and even mopping the damned floor. It didn’t take but two days for me to decide this city life wasn’t my cup-a-tea as they say. I needed to find my folks’ families, give them the news I came to give, and get the hell out of here; the sooner the better.

My Pa’s name was Christopher Battner, and as I said his Pa, Fredrick, ran a general store somewhere in this mess of a city. I started asking the customers as I waited on them. Problem was most of the customers were the same fellers every day. By noon of my second day I’d done asked everybody in the place with no success. On the third day my luck changed.

Shortly before noon, this gentleman I hadn’t seen before came walking in. It was obvious that he wasn’t one of the neighborhood fellers. He was all dressed up in these fancy duds like he was going to a funeral or somethin’. He had a disgusted look on his face as though he could barely tolerate being that close to the rest of us; like maybe he was afraid the poor was gonna rub off on him.

“I’m looking for some men.” Mr. Fancy Pants stood a few feet inside the door and spoke loudly to the whole room. “I have several acres of land south of town that needs cleared. Pay is fifty cents a day.” Probably two dozen men lined up to take the job.

While he was interviewing the men, signing some up and sending some back to their seats, the gentleman seemed to be taking stock of the saloon as though he was trying to decide something. I guess he was contemplating whether it’d be safe to have a bite to eat or not because when he got done with the men he walked up and took a stool at the bar. When I went over to help him I got a whiff of flowers or some dang thing. After I’d gotten him a glass of beer and gave Mr. Pearson his order for a sandwich I started up a conversation with Mr. La-dee-da. Turned out St. Louis had a poor side of town and a well-off side of town. I’d entered on the poor side. The fancy feller, Mr. Travers, was from the prosperous side. And it turned out that Mr. Fredrick Battner’s general store was also on the wealthy side of town.

Mr. La-dee-da Travers sure as hell wasn’t gonna be seen in town with the likes of me, but he was nice enough to give me directions. He said my granddad’s store was about twenty minutes away; took me over an hour to find it. I rode through the city trying to follow Mr. Travers’ directions, sometimes forgetting what I was doing I got so caught up in seeing all the things I’d never seen before. I started out on Market Street for a ways, turning left on Seventh Street. I followed Seventh Street for what seemed like miles to Hickory Street, gawking left and right and all around the whole time. I was plumb amazed at not only the size of that city, but also the fact that every place I looked there was something going on. There were wagons everywhere, plus dogs and cats and even farm animals roaming the streets; and for every animal or carriage I saw there musta been a dozen people. They were riding and walking and running and strolling; I even saw more than a couple of fellers staggering. They were headed north or south or east or west or somewhere in between. After an hour of riding and gawking around I finally stood in front of my Grandpa Battner’s general store there on Hickory Street. I knew it was the right place because the sign on the front said “Battner’s General Store.”





Chapter 3

I was nervous as a long tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs walking into that general store. Not knowing what to expect, or how I was gonna be received by my Pa’s family. One thing I sure wasn’t prepared for was to see my Pa standing there behind the danged counter helping a little ole lady purchase fabric of some sort. My shock was short lived, as upon a second glance I could tell that this “Pa” was a tad bit shorter and a little bigger around than my Pa had been, but the resemblance was close enough to be uncanny. I’d been so intent on finding his folks I didn’t even give a thought to maybe Pa had some brothers or sisters. I thought back to my growin’ up, and as best I could remember he’d never talked about any. When the lady at the counter finished her business and walked away the feller behind the counter looked up and our eyes met. I’m not sure if he saw Pa standing there or maybe himself, but he made this funny sound and grabbed for the counter cause his legs got all sorta wobbly. Thinking an introduction was in order, I walked right up to that feller, stuck out my hand, and started talking.

“Howdy, name’s Thaddeus Battner, but folks just call me Mount. My Pa was Christopher Battner. I’m guessing you’d be his brother.” The feller behind the counter just stood and stared.

“I came all the way from the Rocky Mountains out west to find my Pa’s family,” I explained. “Have I got the right place?” That feller took a couple deep breathes and his legs firmed up a bit. He took my hand and started shaking it.

“I’m Joseph Battner,” he said. I saw tears welling in his eyes. “My God, I haven’t even thought of Christopher for nearly twenty years.”

He looked down at the floor as if suddenly ashamed. “Christopher and I weren’t on speaking terms when he left.” After a short pause he looked back up at me and a smile slowly pushed the sadness aside. “You, my boy, are the spitting image of Christopher, maybe even a little taller. You sure are a big one aren’t you?”

“Yes sir, I reckon I am at that,” I replied. “And you look enough like Pa that you gave me quite a start when I walked in here. It sure is a relief to find you.” It was my turn to look down at the floor for a couple seconds. “I’m afraid I’m bringin’ bad news.”





Chapter 4

Turned out there weren’t a whole lot of my folks’ families left. My Grandpa Battner had passed on years ago. It seems Grandpa drank a bit; seems he drank a bit all day and a bit all night. The two boys, Christopher and Joseph, were the only children they’d had. Grandma Ella Battner was still alive, if that’s what you want to call it. The store had living quarters in back and Grandma Battner sat there in a rocker and stared out the side window, except when she was sleeping, which was most of the time. I swear the good Lord was just a little boy when that woman was born. When I told her of her oldest son’s passing I really didn’t know if she understood a word I said, or even if she heard. But as I sat there wondering, a single tear rolled down her cheek. It’s hard to explain how I felt. I can’t say I enjoyed that moment, but that one tear made the trip worth the effort somehow.

Ma’s family was even more depleted. Both of her parents, Jean and Samuel Ricks, had died years earlier during a malaria outbreak that had killed hundreds in the area. Ma had a brother and sister who could be dead or alive as far as Uncle Joseph knew. Both had left town as soon as they were old enough; just a couple years after Ma had left. Uncle Joseph said this was due to the fact that Sam Ricks was a mean ole bastard who liked to beat on his wife and kids. I don’t remember Ma ever saying anything, but if it’s the truth I’m glad the bastard is dead. I wasn’t about to try tracking Ma’s siblings down. Uncle Joseph promised to pass on the word about Ma if he ever saw either one of them again.

As far as I could see my work in St. Louis was done. I’d made it there and contacted what family I could. Meeting Uncle Joseph has nice and all, but I was ready to head for home as soon as possible.

Uncle Joseph and I stayed up most of the night. Me sharing stories of Pa and his exploits; fighting Indians, grizzly bear, and now and then Ma. Uncle Joseph shared a large jug of moonshine.

The next morning, late the next morning, I was helping stock some shelves for Uncle Joseph in exchange for some provisions I wanted for my trip home. The front door opened and this feller walked in. I didn’t like him.

Have you ever noticed how some people just kind of fill up a room when they enter it? This man was tall, well dressed, and slightly overweight, but it doesn’t have a danged thing to do with size. It’s just their presence overpowers everybody else’s presence somehow. Sometimes it’s in a good way, and sometimes it’s in a bad way…shoot, I don’t know if I’m makin’ any sense to you folks, but this man was one of them kinda folks, regardless; in a real bad way. He stood inside the door for just a second before he saw Uncle Joseph behind the counter.

“Joseph,” the feller shouted across the room. One word, and I liked him even less. The way he barked out just that one word I could tell this gentleman was a swollen-headed, arrogant son of a bitch. He started across the room like he owned the place.

I’d only spent a few hours with Uncle Joseph, but one thing I’d noticed was that he had many of the same qualities Pa’d had. One of which was a whole passel of pride. He stood straight, talked proud, and seemed ready and able to handle pretty much anything. So I was truly surprised when, as that feller walked across the store, I watched the pride and self respect Uncle Joseph had, seep out of him like air from a leaky balloon. His shoulders slumped and his eyes dropped to the floor like he wasn’t good enough to meet the gentleman’s gaze.

“Hello Mr. Worthington.” Uncle Joseph sounded like a slave talking to his master. “How are you sir?”

Ignoring Uncle Joseph’s inquiry completely, Mr. Worthington stepped in front of a husband and wife coming up to the counter, and announced. “I need a few things, Joseph. Just load them into my wagon out front. I’ll be back in half an hour.” With that he lay down a list as long as my arm and walked out.

The offended couple paid for their few things and left the store arguing whether a wealthy person’s financial standing should give them the right to be downright rude if they wanted.

As Uncle Joseph and I filled out Mr. Worthington’s considerable list and hauled it all out to his wagon I heard his story. His pa, Mr. Andrew Worthington Senior, and before that his grandpa, were among the founding fathers of St. Louis and the whole danged state of Missouri. As such, the senior Mr. Worthington became one of the richest men in those parts. Then along came Andrew Worthington the Second. Not only his father’s son, but the only child the Worthingtons were to be blessed with. As a result, the child grew up as one of the most spoiled human beings ever placed on this earth. He could do nothing wrong and had never been told “no” to anything.

A desire to take things that didn’t belong to him got a young Andrew Worthington the Second into trouble several times while he was growing up, but the accusers always seemed to have a change of heart, along with a large bank deposit, and never pursued the matter. In short, Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second grew up to be an obnoxious, egotistical bastard; just like I’d figured him to be. He was under the impression that he owned the world and everything in it. He also grew up as one hell of a smart businessman, according to Uncle Joseph; doubling his pa’s already large fortune.

When Mr. Worthington came back for his wagon he nearly rode off and out of my life with nothing more than, “Put that on my tab Joseph.” He hopped up on his wagon, even moved ahead a few feet, then seemed to see me standing there for the first time.

“Who’s the big guy helping you out, Joseph?” he asked as if I wasn’t standing right there.

“That’s my nephew, Thaddeus Battner, sir,” Uncle Joseph answered. “He came clear from the Rocky Mountains to tell me my brother Christopher has passed. He’ll be heading back home tomorrow.”

Again Mr. Worthington just about rode away. He started. He stopped. He just sat there on that damned wagon starin’ straight ahead for what seemed like the longest time. Then, even worse yet, he turned and began starin’ at me. Watched me like a hawk while I moved some sacks of feed from a supply shed to out front of the store. I should’ve run for cover when he got off that wagon and walked over.

“I’m not one to mince words,” he started. “I would like to hire you to guide me and my family. I have recently become aware of unprecedented financial and business opportunities available on the Pacific Coast, specifically the Oregon Territory. I would like you to guide us out west over the Oregon Trail to the Pacific Coast where I plan to meet up with a business associate of mine who is already in the area. Tell me, what would be your recompense for such a service?”

I was not impressed with Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second’s “greater than thou” attitude. I was not afraid of him, or in awe of him, or under whatever damned spell seemed to affect Uncle Joseph. And I sure as hell was not confused as to my answer.

“No thank you, Andy,” I said, with just the touch of a smile. “First off, I ain’t a guide; just a mountain man. Second, I’m going back along the Missouri River to the Rocky Mountains, the way I came. And third, I don’t have any re…recom…pense, whatever the hell that is.” I put my hands on my hips, stood up extra tall, and waited for what I thought was going to be quite a show.

Now a couple things had just happened that’d never happened to Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second before. First, he’d been stood up to and told no. That alone was gonna take some to sink in. And, even as a boy, he’d never, ever been called “Andy.” It simply wasn’t proper.

I stood there with hands on hips waiting for the storm. I think I saw damn near every emotion there is passing through that man’s eyes. He just stood there for a couple full minutes and I think he was so confused, that for the first time in his whole pampered life, he didn’t have the slightest idea what to say or do.

“I will thank you to call me Mr. Worthington,” is what he finally managed to come up with. He turned around, climbed up on his wagon, whipped the horses, and hurried away down the street. I turned to go back into the store. There was Uncle Joseph standing in the doorway. I ain’t ever seen a bigger grin than that man wore! He was smilin’ from ear to ear and head to toe.

“Yee-haw! My boy, that was the damndest thing I ever did see!” he fairly shouted out. “You just told ole Mr. Worthington what for, but good! You and me are gonna get drunk tonight. Yee-haw!” We did. If only that would’ve been the last I was to see of Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second.

Late the next morning, I got all my things together in a bundle and tied onto Skyhawk. I gave my blessings to Grandma Ella; she thanked me by nodding off to sleep while I was saying my goodbyes. I thanked Uncle Joseph for everything he’d done and told him I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be comin’ back to St. Louis any time soon, but he was always welcome in my cabin if he ever found himself wandering through the Rocky Mountains with no place to stay.

I worked my way back across town to Pearson’s saloon where I’d left the rest of my belongings. Mr. Pearson and a bunch of the regular crowd were there.

I’d been saying goodbye for a couple hours and was actually getting fairly close to leaving. I’d even made it outside to the boardwalk.

“Mr. Battner.”

Mr. Pearson and a couple of the fellers were wantin’ to buy me one more whiskey, and one of the men had a story he thought I should hear about the time he was in the mountains some damn place I’d never heard of.

“Mr. Battner!”

I was trying to explain to Mr. Pearson, and the rest, that it was getting late and I needed to get going if I was gonna make any miles at all before having to set up camp for the night.

“Mr. Battner! Excuse me!”

It took three tries before I realized that “Mr. Battner” was me. Hell, I’m just Mount; Thaddeus’a time or two, when Ma was up in arms, Snake Eater by some Indian friends cause they saw me cook up a rattler one night in camp. But I’ve never, ever been Mr. Battner.

I turned, and there was my good friend Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second. About as quick as I realized who it was I forgot all about him again due to the fact that he was mounted on the most magnificent horse I’d ever seen.

“Mr. Battner, I’d like a couple minutes of your time.”

He was a palomino quarter horse. He was one of the biggest horses I’d ever seen and without a doubt the most beautiful. That horse had to stand 17, maybe even 18 hands high. His body was a golden brown that seemed to glow like a gold nugget shinning in a creek bottom. His long mane and tail were a lighter shade of the same golden color. And all you had to do was look into his eyes to see he was an incredibly intelligent animal.

“Mr. Battner, I want to talk to you!”

Damned if I hadn’t gotten so wrapped up admiring that horse that I’d completely forgotten about the horse’s ass sittin’ in the saddle. Mr. Worthington dismounted, tied his amazing steed to the hitching post and walked over to where I was standing. The rest of the folks from the saloon moved away.

“Mr. Battner, now I know you turned down my offer of employment as a guide yesterday,” Mr. Worthington said. “I’ve come to try again to convince you. I am prepared to pay you whatever you require.”

Now I’ll admit I did enjoy seeing the great Mr. Andrew Worthington the Second humbled just a little bit. He still had the stink of a very wealthy man of privilege, but it was obvious he understood that I didn’t give a damn about such things. Although this fact changed the way I felt about Mr. Worthington a small bit, it certainly didn’t change my mind. I didn’t think. Damn, what a beautiful horse.

“Well now Mr. Worthington, I live in a cabin in the mountains. I hunt or grow all my food. Anything I can’t hunt or grow I trade for with pelts, furs, or animal hides. So you see there just ain’t a whole lot that I need,” I answered him; fully intending that that would be the end of it.

“Mr. Battner, it is absolutely vital that I get to the West Coast as soon as possible.” You had to give him credit, when Mr. Worthington the Second got stuck on an idea he was determined as a bull stuck on a red shirt. “In the next few years I believe there is going to be a virtual human stampede out there, and I intend to be there, prepared to help all those folks with the things they are going to need. As far as I know you are the only man presently in St. Louis with the knowledge and experience to guide me out west.” He paused and looked around. “I assume you’ll be spending the night since it’s nearly seven o’clock already. Reconsider my offer. I’ll be at the boarding house up the street until mid-morning. You can get a hold of me there if you change your mind.”

Mr. Worthington turned, walked back and started to untie his horse from the hitching post. I swear folks, I had no intentions of doing anything other than standing there and watching that man ride out of my life forever.

“I want your horse!”

Who said that? Mr. Worthington turned and stared at me.

“Excuse me?” He couldn’t believe it was me talking either.

“I didn’t say anything,” is what I meant to say. What came out was “I’ll do it…for that palomino you’re riding.”

“Now let me get this straight.” He came back up on the boardwalk; it was obvious he couldn’t believe it. Hell…I couldn’t believe it. “You won’t take any amount of money, but you’ll guide me and my family to the West Coast for ownership of this horse I’m riding, is that right?”

I truly meant to say “no.” “Yep, that’s right.” Who the hell had took over control of my mouth to say all those stupid things? “Mr. Worthington you don’t understand. Probably the most important thing in a mountain man’s life is his horse. A good horse can mean the difference between life and death. A wagon full of money…well, that means I’ve got a wagon to use after I unload it.”

As though he was afraid I’d change my mind Mr. Worthington hurried back, untied his horse, mounted up, and started to leave.

“We have a deal Mr. Battner. We’ll be here around midday tomorrow,” he said. “We leave right after that.” And he rode off.

What the hell had I done? Had I really agreed to guide a family of city folk across damn near all of the country…for a damned horse? But what a horse he was. I walked into the saloon thinking, not about what the future held, but about the most incredible horse I’d ever seen.
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