CHAPTER IX.

Men exhausted by Snow and Cold—The Sierra Nevada—A dreary Outlook—Cutting
Our Way through Snow—Three Degrees below Zero top of Sierra Nevada—
Menu : Pea-Soup, Mule and Dog—An Unlooked-for Icy Bath—Mule Soup—

Severe Suffering—Mr. Preuss Lost and Found—Hearty Reception by Captain
Sutter—Sutter’s Fort and Farm.

January 28th.—To-day we went through the pass with all the camp,
and, after a hard day’s journey of twelve miles, encamped on a high point
where the snow had been blown off, and the exposed grass afforded a
scanty pasture for the animals. Snow and broken country together made
our travelling difficult ; we were often compelled to make large circuits,
and ascend the highest and most exposed ridges, in order to avoid snow,
which in other places was banked up to a great depth.

During the day a few Indians were seen circling around us on snow-
shoes, and skimming along like birds : but we could not bring them with-
in speaking distance.

Godey, who was a little distance from the camp, had sat down to tie
his moccasins, when he heard a low whistle near, and looking up, saw
two Indians half-hiding behind a rock about forty yards distant; they
would not allow him to approach, but breaking into a laugh, skimmed off
over the snow, seeming to have no idea of the power of fire-arms, and
thinking themselves perfectly safe when beyond arm’s length.
~ Tonight we did not succeed in getting the howitzer into camp. This
was the most laborious day we had yet passed through ; the steep ascents
and deep snow exhausting both men and animals. Our single chronometer
had stopped during the day, and its error in time occasioned the loss of an
eclipse of a satellite this evening. It had not preserved the rate with
which we started from the Dalles, and this will account for the absence
of longitudes along this interval of our journey. :

January 29th.—From this height we could see, at a considerable dis-
tance below, yellow spots in the valley, which indicated that there was
not much snow. One of these places we expected to reach to-night ;
and some time being required to bring up the gun, I went ahead with Mr.

Fitzpatrick and a few men, leaving the camp to follow in charge of Mr.
Preuss.
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We followed a trail down a hollow where the Indians had descended,
the snow being so deep that we never came near the grour}d; but this
only made our descent the easier, and when we reached a little affluent
to the river at the bottom, we suddenly found ourselves in presence of
eight or ten Indians. They seemed to be watching our mO.tIOI'lS, and like
the others, at first were indisposed to let us approach, ranging themselves
like birds on a fallen log on the hill-side above our heads, where, being
out of reach, they thought themselves safe. Our friendly demeanor recon-
ciled them, and when we got near enough, they immediately stretched out
to us handfuls of pine-nuts, which seemed an exercise of hospitality. We
made them a few presents, and telling us that their village was a few miles
below, they went on to let their people know what we were.

The principal stream still running through an impracticable cafion, we
ascended a very steep hill, which proved afterward the last and fatal
obstacle to our little howitzer, which was finally abandoned at this place.
We passed through a small meadow a few miles below, crossing the river,
which depth, swift current, and rock made it difficult to ford; and after a
few more miles of very difficult trail, issued into a larger prairie bottom,
at the farther end of which we encamped, in a position rendered strong by
rocks and trees. The lower parts of the mountain were covered with the
nut-pine. =

Several Indians appeared on the hill-side, reconnoitring the camp,
and were induced to come in; others came in during the afternoon; and
in the evening we held a council. They immediately made it f:lea‘r that
the water on which we were also belonged to the Great Basin, in the
edge of which we had been since December 17th; and it became evident
that we had still the great ridge on the left to cross before we could reach
the Pacific waters. :

We explained to the Indians that we were endeav.ormg to find a pas-
sage across the mountains into the country of the white-s, whom wc? were
going to see; and told them that we wished them to bring us a gmde,.to
whom we would give presents of scarlet cloth and other articles, which
were shown to them. They looked at the reward we offered, and conferre.d
with each other, but pointed to the snow on the mountain, and drew their
hands across their necks, and raised them above their heads, to show the
depth ; and signified that it was impossible for us to get through. They
made signs that we must go to the southward, over a pass through a lowe:r
range, which they pointed out; there, they said, at the end of one da.y S
travel, we would find people who lived near a pass in the great mountain ;
and to that point they engaged to furnish us a guide. They appeared. to
have a confused idea, from report, of whites who lived on the other side
of the mountain ; and once, they told us, about two years ago, a party of
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twelve men, like ourselves, had ascended their river, and crossed to the
other waters. They pointed out to us where they had crossed ; but then,
they said, it was summer time ; now it would be impossible.

I believe that this was a party led by Mr. Chiles, one of the only two
men whom I know to have passed through the California mountains from
the interior of the Basin—Walker being the other; and both were en-
gaged upward of twenty days, in the summer time, in getting over.
Chiles’s destination was the Bay of San Francisco, to which he descended
by the Stanislaus River; and Walker subsequently informed me that,
like myself, descending to the southward on a more eastern line, day after
day he was searching for the Buenaventura, thinking that he had found
it with every new stream, until, like me, he abandoned all idea of its ex-
istence, and turning abruptly to the right, crossed the great chain. These
were both Western men, animated with the spirit of exploratory enterprise
which characterizes that people.

The Indians brought in during the evening anabundant supply of pine-
nuts, which we traded from them. When roasted, their pleasant flavor
made them an agreeable addition to our now scanty store of provisions,
which were reduced to a very low ebb. Our principal stock was in peas,
which it is not necessary to say contain scarcely any nutriment. We had
still a little flour left, some coffee, and a quantity of sugar, which I reserved
as a-defence against starvation.

The Indians informed us that at certain seasons they have fish in their
waters, which we supposed to be salmon-trout ; for the remainder of the
year they live upon the pine-nuts, which form their great winter subsist-
ence—a portion being always at hand, shut up in the natural storehouse
of the cones. At present they were presented to us as a whole people
living upon this simple vegetable.

The other division of the party did not come in to-night, but encamped
in the upper meadow, and arrived the next morning. They had not suc-
ceeded in getting the howitzer beyond the place mentioned, and where it
had been left by Mr. Preuss in obedience to my orders ; and, in anticipa-
tion of the snow-banks and snow-fields still ahead, foreseeing the inevita-
ble detention to which it would subject us, I reluctantly determined to
leave it there for the time. It was of the kind invented by the French
for the mountain part of their war in Algiers; and the distance it had
come with us, proved how well it was adapted to its purpose. We left
it, to the great sorrow of the whole party, who were grieved to part with
a companion which had made the whole distance from St. Louis, and com-
manded respect for us on some critical occasions, and which might be
needed for the same purpose again.

Yanuary 30th.—OQOur guide, who was a young man, joined us this
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morning; and leaving our encampment late in the day, we descended the
river, which immediately opened out into a broad valley, furnishing good
travelling ground. In a short distance we passed the village, a collection
of straw huts; and a few miles below the guide pointed out the place
where the whites had been encamped before they entered the mountain.

With our late start we made but ten miles, and encamped on the low
river bottom, where there was no snow, but a great deal of ice; and we
cut piles of long grass to lay under our blankets, and fires were made of
large dry willows, groves of which wooded the stream. The river took
here a northeasterly direction, and through a spur from the mountains on
the left was the gap where we were to pass the next day.

Yanuary 31st.—We took our way over a gently rising ground, the di-
viding ridge being tolerably low ; and travelling easily along a broad trail,
in twelve or fourteen miles reached the upper part of the pass, when it
began to snow heavily, with very cold weather. The Indians had only
the usual scanty covering, and appeared to suffer greatly from the cold.
All left us except our guide. Half-hidden by the storm, the mountains
looked dreary ; and, as night began to approach, the guide showed great
reluctance to go forward. I placed him between two rifles, for the way
began to be difficult. Travelling a little farther, we struck a ravine, which
the Indian said would conduct us to the river; and as the poor fellow suf-
fered greatly, shivering in the snow which fell upon his naked skin, I would
not detain him any longer; and he ran off to the mountain, where, he said,
there was a hut near by. He had kept the blue and scarlet cloth I had
given him tightly rolled up, preferring rather to endure the cold than to
get them wet.

In the course of the afternoon, one of the men had a foot frost-bitten ;
and about dark we had the satisfaction of reaching the bottoms of a stream
timbered with large trees, among which we found a sheltered camp, with
an abundance of such grass as the season afforded for the animals. We
saw before us, in descending from the pass, a great continuous range, along
which stretched the valley of the river; the lower parts steep, and dark
with pines, while, above, it was hidden in clouds of snow. This we felt in-
stantly satisfied was the central ridge of the Sierra Nevada, the great Cali-
fornia Mountain, which only now intervened between us and the waters of
thebay. We had made a forced march of twenty-six miles, and three mules
had given out on the road. Up to this point, with the exception of two
stolen by Indians, we had lost none of the horses which had been brought
from the Columbia River, and a number of these were still strong and in
tolerably good order. We had now sixty-seven animals in the band.

We had scarcely lighted our fires, when the camp was crowded with
nearly naked Indians; some of them were furnished with long nets in ad-




328 MEMOIRS OF MY LIFE—JOHN CHARLES FREMONT.

dition to bows, and appeared to have been out on the sage hills to hunt
rabbits. These nets were, perhaps, thirty to forty feet long, kept upright
in the ground by slight sticks at intervals, and were made from a kind of
wild hemp, very much resembling, in manufacture, those common among
the Indians of the Sacramento Valley. They came among us without any
fear, and scattered themselves about the fires, mainly occupied in gratify-
ing their astonishment. 1 was struck by the singular appearance of a row
of about a dozen, who were sitting on their haunches perched on a log
near one of the fires, with their quick sharp eyes following every motion.

We gathered together a few of the most intelligent of the Ihdians, and
held this evening an interesting council. I explained to. them my inten-
tions. I told them that we had come from a very far country, having been
travelling now nearly a year, and that we were desirous simply to go across
the mountain into the country of the other whites. There were two who
appeared particularly intelligent—one, a somewhat old man. He told me
that, before the snows fell, it was six sleeps to the place where the whites
lived, but that now it was impossible to cross the mountain on account of
the deep snow; and showing us, as the others had done, that it was over
our heads, he urged us strongly to follow the course of the river, which he
said would conduct us to a lake in which there were many large fish.
There, he said, were many people ; there was no snow on the ground,
and we might remain there until the spring.

From their descriptions we were enabled to judge that we had en.
camped on the upper water of the Salmon Trout River. It is hardly neces-
sary to say that our communication was only by signs, as we understood
nothing of their language ; but they spoke, notwithstanding, rapidly and
vehemently, explaining what they considered the folly of our intentions,
and urging us to go down to the lake. Z@/k-ve, a word signifying snow,
. we very soon learned to know, from its frequent repetition. I told him
that the men and the horses were strong, and that we would break a road
through the snow ; and spreading before him our bales of scarlet cloth,
and trinkets, showed him what we would give for a guide. It was neces
sary to obtain one, if possible; for I had determined here to attempt the
passage of the mountain.

Pulling a bunch of grass from the ground, after a short discussion among
themselves, the old man made us comprehend that if we eould break
through the snow, at the end of three days we would come down upon
grass, which he showed us would be about six inches high, and where the
ground was entirely free. So far, he said, he had been ia hunting for elk;
but beyond that (and he closed his eyes) he had seen nothing ; but there
was one among them who had been to the whites, and, going out of the
lodge, he returned with a young man of very intelligent appearance. Here,
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said he, is a young man who has seen the whites with his own eyes; and
he swore, first by the sky, and then by the ground, that what he said was
true. With a large present of goods we prevailed upon this young man
to be our guide, and he acquired among us the name Mélo—a word
signifying friend, which they used very frequently. He was thinly clad,
and nearly barefoot; his moccasins being about worn out. We gave him
skins to make a new pair, and to enable him to perform his undertaking
to us. . The Indians remained in the camp during the night, and we
kept the guide and two others to sleep in the lodge with us—Carson
lying across the door, and having made them comprehend the use of our
fire-arms.

The snow, which had intermitted in the evening, commenced falling
again in the course of the night, and it snowed steadily all day. In the
morning I acquainted the men with my decision, and explained to them
that necessity required us to make a great effort to clear the mountains.
[ reminded them of the beautiful Valley of the Sacramento, with which
they were familiar from the descriptions of Carson, who had been there
some fifteen years ago, and who, in our late privations, had delighted us
in speaking of its rich pastures and abounding game, and drew a vivid
contrast between its summer climate, less-than a hundred miles distant,
and the falling snow around us. [ informed them (and long experience
had given them confidence in my observations and good instruments) that
almost directly west, and only about seventy miles distant, was the great
farming establishment of Captain Sutter—a gentleman who had formerly
lived in Missouri, and, emigrating to this country, had become the pos-
sessor of a principality. I assured them that, from the heights of the moun-
tain before us, we should doubtless see the Valley of the Sacramento River,
and with one effort place ourselves again in the midst of plenty.

The people received this decision with the cheerful obedience which
had always characterized them ; and the day was immediately devoted to
the preparations necessary to enable us to carry it into effect. Leggings,
moccasins, clothing—all were putinto the best state to resist the cold. Our
guide was not neglected. Extremity of suffering might make him desert;
we therefore did the best we could for him. Leggings, moccasins, some
articles of clothing, and a large green blanket, in addition to the blue and
scarlet cloth, were lavished upon him, and to his great and evident con-
tentment. He arrayed himself in all his colors; and, clad in green, blue,
and scarlet, he made a gay-looking Indian ; and, with his various presents,
was probably richer and better clothed than any of his tribe had ever been
before.

I have already said that our provisions were very low ; we had neither
tallow nor grease of any kind remaining, and the want of salt became one




