e

344 MEMOIRS OF MY LIFE—]JOHN CHARLES FREMONT

Near nightfall we descended into the steep ravine of a handsome creek
thirty feet wide, and I was engaged in getting the horses up the opposite
hill, whenI heard a shout from Carson, who had gone ahead a few hun-
dred yards— Life yet,” said he as he, came up, “life yet; I have found a
hill-side sprinkled with grass enough for the night.” We drove along our
horses, and encamped at the place about dark, and there was just room
enough to make a place for shelter on the edge of the stream. Three
horses were lost to-day—Proveau; a fine young horse from the Columbia
belonging to Charles Towns; and another Indian horse which carried our
cooking utensils; the two former gave out, and the latter strayed off into
the woods as we reached the camp.

February 29th—We lay shut up in the narrow ravine, and gave the ani-
mals a necessary day; and men were sent back after the others. Derosier
volunteered to bring up Proveau, to whom he knew I was greatly attached,
as he had been my favorite horse on both expeditions. Carson and I
climbed one of the nearest mountains ; the forest land still extended ahead,
and the valley appeared as far as ever. The pack-horse was found near
the camp, but Derosier did not get in.

March 1st.—Derosier did not get in during the night, and leaving him to
follow, as no grass remained here, we continued on over the uplands, cross-
ing many small streams, and camped again on the river, having made six
miles. Here we found the hill-side covered (although lightly) with fresh
green grass; and from this time forward we found it always improving and
abundant.

We made a pleasant camp on the river hill, where were some beautiful
specimens of the chocolate-colored shrub, which were a foot in diameter
near the ground, and fifteen to twenty feet high. The opposite ridge runs
continuously along, unbroken by streams. We are rapidly descending into
the spring, and we are leaving our snowy region far behind ; everything is
getting green ; butterflies are swarming ; numerous bugs are creeping out,
wakened from their winter’s sleep; and the forest flowers are coming into
bloom. Among those which appeared most numerously to-day was dods-
catheon dentatum.

We began to be uneasy at Derosier’s absence, fearing he might have
been bewildered in the woods. Charles Towns, who had not yet recov-
ered his mind, went to swim in the river, as if it were summerand the
stream placid, when it was a cold mountain-torrent foaming among rocks.
We were happy to see Derosier appear in the evening. He came in, and,
sitting down by the fire, began totell us where he had been. He imagined
he had been gone several days, and thought we were still at the camp
where he had left us; and we were pained to see that his mind was de-
ranged. Itappeared that he had been lost in the mountain, and hunger
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and fatigue, joined to weakness of body and fear of perishing in the moun-
tains, had crazed him. The times were severe when stout men lost their
minds from extremity of suffering—when horses died—and when mules and
forses, ready to die of starvation, were killed for food. Yet there was no
murmuring or hesitation.

A short distance below our encampment the river mountains terminated
in precipices, and, after a fatiguing march of only a few miles, we encamped
on a bench, where there were springs and an abundance of the freshest
grass. In the meantime, Mr. Preuss continued on down the river, and,
unaware that we had encamped so early in the day, was lost. When night
arrived, and he did not come in, we began to understand what had hap-
pened to him ; but it was too late to make any search.

March 3d.—We followed Mr. Preuss’ trail for a considerable distance
along the river, until we reached a place where he had descended to the
stream below and encamped. Here we shouted and fired guns, but re-
ceived no answer; and we concluded that he had pushed on down the
stream. I determined to keep out from the river, along which it was
nearly impracticable to travel with animals, until it should form a valley. .

At every step the country improved in beauty ; the pines were rapidly
disappearing, and oaks became the principal trees of the forest. Among
these the prevailing tree was the evergreen oak (which, by way of distinc-
tion, we shall call the Zve-0oak) ; and with these occurred frequently a new
species of oak, bearing a long slender acorn from an inch to an inch and a
half in length, which we now began to see formed the principal vegetable
food of the inhabitants of this region.

In a short distance we crossed a little rivulet, where were two old huts,
and near by were heaps of acorn hulls. The ground round about was very
rich, covered with an exuberant sward of grass; and we sat down for a
while in the shade of the oaks to let the animals feed. We repeated our
shouts for Mr. Preuss, and this time we were gratified with an answer.
The voice grew rapidly nearer, ascending from the river; but when we
expected to see him emerge, it ceased entirely. We had called up some
straggling Indian—the first we had met, although for two days back we
had seen tracks—who, mistaking us for his fellows, had been only unde-
ceived on getting close up. It would have been pleasant to witness his as-
tonishment ; he would not have been more frightened had some of the old
mountain-spirits they are so much afraid of suddenly appeared in his path.

Ignorant of the character of these people, we had now an additional
cause of uneasiness in regard to Mr. Preuss; he had no arms with him,
and we began to think his chance doubtful. We followed on a trail, still
keeping out from the river, and descended to a very large creek, dashing
with great velocity over a pre-eminently rocky bed, and among large




346 MEMOIRS OF MY LIFE—]JOHN CHARLES FREMONT.

boulders. The bed has sudden breaks, formed by deep holes and ledges
of rock running across. Even here it deserves the name of Rock Creek,
which we gave to it. We succeeded in fording it, and toiled about three
thousand feet up the opposite hill. The mountains now were getting sen.
sibly lower ; but still there is no valley on the river, which presents steep
and rocky banks; but here, several miles from the river, the country is
smooth and grassy ; the forest has no undergrowth ; and in the open val-
leys of rivulets, or around spring heads, the low groves of live-oak give
the appearance of orchards in an old cultivated country.

Occasionally we met deer, but had not the necessary time for hunting.
At one of these orchard grounds we encamped about noon to make an
effort for Mr. Preuss. One man took his way along a spur leading in to
the river, in hope to cross his trail; and another took our own back.
Both were volunteers ; and to the successful man was promised a pair of
pistols—not as a reward, but as a token of gratitude for a service which
would free us all from much anxiety.

We had among our few animals a horse which was so much reduced
with travelling that even the good grass could not save him; and, having
mothing to eat, he was killed this afternoon. He was a good animal, and
had made the journey round from Fort Hall.

Dodecatheon dentatum continued the characteristic plant in flower ; and
the naked-looking shrub already mentioned continued characteristic, be-
ginning to put forth a small, white blossom. At evening the men returned,
having seen or heard nothing of Mr. Preuss; and I determined to make a
hard push down the river the next morning, and get ahead of him.

March 4th.—We continued rapidly along on a broad, plainly beaten
trail, the mere travelling and breathing the delightful air being a positive
enjoyment. Our road led along a ridge inclining to the river, and the air
and the open grounds were fragrant with flowering shrubs; and in the
course of the morning we issued on an open spur, by which we descended
directly to the stream.

Here the river issues suddenly from the mountains, which hitherto had
hemmed it closely in ; these now become softer, and change sensibly their
character ; and at this point commences the most beautiful valley in which
we had ever travelled. We hurried to the river, on which we noticed a
small sand beach, to which Mr. Preuss would naturally have gone. We
found no trace of him, but, instead, were recent tracks of bare-footed In-
dians, and little piles of mussel-shells, and old fires where they had roasted

the fish. We travelled on over the river grounds, which were undulating,
and covered with grass to the river brink. We halted to noon a few miles
beyond, always under the shade of the evergreen oaks, which formed open
groves on the bottoms.
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Continuing our road in the afternoon, we ascended to the uplands, where
the river passes round a point of great beauty, and goes through very re-

.markable dalles, in character resembling those of the Columbia River. Be-

yond, we again descended to the bottoms, where we found an Indian village
consisting of two or three huts ; we had come upon them suddenly, and
the people had evidently just run off. The huts were low and slight, made
like beehives in a picture, five or six feet high, and near each was a crate
formed of interlaced branches and grass, in size and shape like a very large
hogshead. Each of these would hold from six to nine bushels. They were
filled with the long acorns already mentioned, and in the huts were several
neatly made baskets containing quantities of the acorns roasted. They
were sweet and agreeably flavored, and we supplied ourselves with about
half a bushel, leaving one of our shirts, a handkerchief, and some smaller
articles in exchange.

The river again entered for a space among hills, and we followed a
trail leading across a bend through a handsome hollow behind. Here,
while engaged in trying to circumvent a deer, we discovered some Indians
on a hill several hundred yards ahead, and gave them a shout, to which
they responded by loud and rapid talking and vehement gesticulation, but
made no stop, hurrying up the mountain as fast as their legs could carry
them. We passed on, and again encamped in a grassy grove.

The absence of Mr. Preuss gave me great concern ; and, for a large re-
ward, Derosier volunteered to go back on the trail. I directed him to
search along the river, travelling upward for the space of a day and a half,
at which time I expected he would meet Mr. Fitzpatrick, whom I requested
to aid in the search; at all events, he was to go no farther, but return to
this camp, where a cac/ke of provisions was made for him.

Continuing the next day down the river, we discovered three squaws
in a little bottom, and surrounded them before they could make their es-
cape. They had large conical baskets, which they were engaged in filling
with a small leafy plant ( Erodium cicutariun) just now beginning to bloom,
and covering the ground like a sward of grass. These did not make any
lamentations, but appeared very much impressed with our appearance,
speaking to us only in a whisper, and offering us smaller baskets of the
plant, which they signified to us was good to eat, making signs also that it
was to be cooked by the fire. We drew out a little cold horse meat, and
the squaws made signs to us that the men had gone out after deer, and
that we could have some by waiting till they came in.

We observed that the horses ate with great avidity the herb which they
had been gathering; and here, also, for the first time, we saw Indians eat
the common grass—one of the squaws pulling several tufts, and eating it
with apparent relish. Seeing our surprise, she pointed to the horses ; but
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we could not well understand what she meant, except, perhaps, that what
was good for the one was good for the other.

We encamped in the evening on the shore of the river, at a place where |

the associated beauties of scenery made so strong an impression on us that
we have given it the name of the Beautiful Camp. The undulating river
shore was shaded with the live-oaks, which formed a continuous grove
over the country, and the same grassy sward extended to the edge of the
water ; and we made our fires near some large granite masses which were
lying among the trees.

We had seen several of the acorn cackes during the day ; and here there
were two which were very large, containing each, probably, ten bushels.
Toward evening we heard a weak shout among the hills behind, and had
the pleasure to see Mr. Preuss descending toward the camp. Like our-
selves, he had travelled to-day twenty-five miles, but had seen nothing of
Derosier. Knowing, on the day he was lost, that I was determined to
keep the river as much as possible, he had not thought it necessary to
follow the trail very closely, but walked on, right and left, certain to find
it somewhere along the river, searching places to obtain good views of the
country. Toward sunset he climbed down toward the river to look for
the camp; but, finding no trail, concluded that we were behind, and walked
back until night came on, when, being very much fatigued, he collected
drift-wood and made a large fire among the rocks. The next day it became
more serious, and he encamped again alone, thinking that we must have
taken some other course. To go back, would have been madness in his
weak and starved condition, and onward toward the valley was his only
hope, always in expectation of reaching it.soon. His principal means of
subsistence were a few roots, which the hunters call sweet onions, having
very little taste, but a good deal of nutriment, growing generally in rocky
ground, and requiring a good deal of labor to get, as he had only a pocket-
knife. Searching for these, he found a nest of big ants, which he let run
on his hand, and stripped them off in his mouth; these had an agreeable
acid taste. One of his greatest privations was the want of tobacco ; and
a pleasant smoke at evening would have been a relief which only a voy-
ageur could appreciate. He tried the dried leaves of the live-oak, know-
ing that those of other oaks were sometimes used as a substitute; but these
were too thick, and would not do. On the 4th he made seven or eight
miles, walking slowly along the river, avoiding as much as possible to
climb the hills. Inlittle pools he caught some of the smallest kind of frogs,
which he swallowed, not so much in the gratification of hunger, as in the
hope of obtaining some strength. Scattered along the river were old fire-
places, where the Indians had roasted mussels and acorns; but though he
searched diligently he did not there succeed in finding either. He had
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collected firewood for the night, when he heard at some distance from the
river the barking of what he thought were two dogs, and walked in that
direction as quickly as he was able, hoping to find there some Indian hut,
but met only two wolves; and, in his disappointment, the gloom of the
forest was doubled.

Travelling the next day feebly down the river, he found five or six In-
dians at the huts of which we have spoken; some were painting them-
selves black, and others roasting acorns. Being only one man, they did
not run off, but received him kindly, and gave him a welcome supply of
roasted acorns. He gave them his pocket-knife in return, and stretched
out his hand to one of the Indians, who did not appear to comprehend the
motion, but jumped back, as if he thought he was about to lay hold of him.
They seemed afraid of him, not certain as to what he was.

Travelling on, he came to the place where we had found the squaws.
Here he found our fire still burning, and the tracks of the horses. The
sight gave him sudden hope and courage, and, following as fast as he
could, joined us at evening.

March 6¢h.—We continued on our road through the same surpassingly
beautiful country, entirely unequalled for the pasturage of stock by any-
thing we had ever seen. Our horses had now become so strong that they
were able to carry us, and we travelled rapidly—over four miles an hour;
four of us riding every alternate hour. Every few hundred yards we came
upon a little band of deer; but we were too eager to reach the settlement,
which we momentarily expected to discover, to halt for any other than a
passing shot. In a few hours we reached a large fork, the northern branch
of the river, and equal in size to that which we had descended. Together
they formed a beautiful stream, sixty to one hundred yards wide, which at
first, ignorant of the nature of the country through which that river ran,
we took to be the Sacramento.

We continued down the right bank of the river, travelling for a while
over a wooded upland, where we had the delight to discover tracks of
cattle. To the southwest was visible a black column of smoke, which we
had frequently noticed in descending, arising from the fires we had seen
from the top of the Sierra.

From the upland we descended into broad groves on the river, con-
sisting of the evergreen and a new species of white-oak with a large tufted
top, and three to six feet in diameter. Among these was no brushwood ;
and the grassy surface gave to it the appearance of parks in an old-settled
country. Following the tracks of the horses and cattle in search of people,
we discovered a small village of Indians. Some of these had on shirts of
civilized manufacture, but were otherwise naked, and we could understand
nothing from them; they appeared entirely astonished at seeing us.
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We made an acorn meal at noon, and hurried on ; the valley being gay
with flowers, and some of the banks being absolutely golden with the Cal.
ifornia poppy (Zschicholtzia crocea). Here the grass was smooth and
green, and the groves very open; the large oaks throwing a broad shade
among sunny spots.

Shortly afterward we gave a shout at the appearance on a little bluff of
a neatly-built adobe house with glass windows. We rode up, but, to our
disappointment, found only Indians. There was no appearance of cultiva-
tion, and we could see no cattle, and we supposed the place had been aban-
doned. We now pressed on more eagerly than ever; the river swept round
in a large bend to the right; the hills lowered down entirely ; and, grad-
ually entering a broad valley, we came unexpectedly into a large Indian
village, where the people looked clean, and wore cotton shirts and various
other articles of dress. They immediately crowded around us, and we had
the inexpressible delight to find one who spoke a little indifferent Spanish,
but who at first confounded us by saying there were no whites in the
country ; but just then a well-dressed Indian came up, and made his salu-
tations in very well spoken Spanish. In answer to our inquiries he informed
us that we were upon the Rio de los Americanos (the River of the Ameri-
cans), and that it joined the Sacramento River about ten miles below.
Never did a name sound more sweetly! We felt ourselves among our
countrymen ; for the name of dmerican, in these distant parts, is applied
to the citizens of the United States.

To our eager inquiries he answered, “I am a vaguero (cow-herd) in
the service of Captain Sutter, and the people of this rancieria work for
him.” Our evident satisfaction made him communicative: and he went
on to say that Captain Sutter was a very rich man, and always glad to see
his country people. We asked for his house. He answered that it was

_Just over the hill before us; and offered, if we would wait a moment, to
take his horse and conduct us to it. We readily accepted his civil offer.
In a short distance we came in sight of the fort; and, passing on the way
the house of a settler on the opposite side (a Mr. Sinclair), we forded the
river ; and in a few miles were met a short distance from the fort by Captain
Sutter himself. He gave us a most frank and cordial reception—conducted
us immediately to his residence—and under his hospitable roof we had a
night of rest, enjoyment, and refreshment, which none but ourselves could
appreciate. But the party left in the mountains with Mr. Fitzpatrick were
to be attended to; and the next morning, supplied with fresh horses and
provisions, I hurried off to meet them. On the second day we met, a few
miles below the forks of the Rio de los Americanos: -and a more forlorn
and pitiable sight than they presented cannot well be imagined. They
were all on foot —each man, weak and emaciated —leading a horse or mule

CAPTAIN SUTTER.




