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Indians Valued Guns

change for Furs; Trading Posts Drew
Much Wealth From Territory

and Cartridges in Ex-

By AL. H. WILKINS ,
As Told to Grace Stone Coates
Tribune Historical Writer -
‘UST 60 years ago, during the win-

&' ter of 1874, I did my first hunting
and wolfing. There was hard work
and some danger in the business, but,
boylike, I enjoyed hunting and the
thrill of new experiences.

My father operated a trading post
a mile above the mouth of the Ma-
rias river that winter, Our trade was
mostly with the Gros Ventres In-
dians, This tribe was supposed to be
Iriendly with the white men, but

% sometimes they were troublesome.
3 In those days, as now, we had plenty
of bootleggers. They made whisky
for the Indlan trade, and when an
=y Indian 1s tanked up on firewater he
is ready to kill somebody. It was the
custom of the whisky traders to get
in touch, first, with the chlef of an
Indian camp and bribe him with a
bottle of firewater to let them make
ihe trade with his tribe. The chief's
squaw would pack the buffalo robes
and furs on the traders' horses as fast
as they were traded in.

These trades were made in a hurry,
for the traders wanted to get out of
the way before the Indians grew
crazed with drink. I remember one
night, after some of the men in our
post had been out to an Indian camp

with whisky, a drunken Indian fol- !

lowed them back and wanted to be
let in. Father refused to admit him
and wouldn't let him have any more
whisky. Our llving quarters had a
very large chimney. The Indlan
scaled the stockade to the top of this
chimney and started down {t, feet
first, all the while clinging with one
hand to some small furs he had
brought to trade for whisky. The late
Joe Kipp, percelving what the In-
dlan was doing, sprang to the fire-

place, seized a poker and shoved it

into the hack of the chimney between
the Indlan's legs, He held the poor
devil there over the hot coals, where
he could neither get up nor down.,
When the Indlan was finally allowed
to drop down, his moccasins were
roasted almost to a crisp and he was
nearly strangled with smoke.
Sobered up Fast

1 don't know how long it took to
get that Indian drunk, but I do know
that it took less than five minutes to
sober him up, After the warm re-
ception, the buck was too weak to go
baok to camp that night, so we kept
him at the post until morning. We
gave him a pair of new moccasins and
sent him back. .

The winter of 1874 was a hard one.
Buffaloes were plentiful. On stormy
days they often came into the river

bottoms in large herds for protection |

in heavy sage brush. There they
found shelter from the storm and
could browse on the sage. Often
during that winter we could shoot
buffaloes from the stockade and did
when we needed meat.

Prices in trade for furs would sur-
prise the present generation. For a
tanned buffalo robe we gave a box
of Henry rifle cartridges; for a beaver
hide, a pound ot tobacco; for a buck-
skin, a strand ot beads; for a wolf
skin, two pounds of brown sugar; for
a coyote hide, one pound of sugar,
agcl for a prime fox skin, 20 cents
Worth of dry paint. ‘On such a basis
we obtained the Indlans’ furs.

' An Indian's greatness in those days
depended on hls abllity to steal
horses. Father traded goods to a
young buck one day for a horse. That
night the buck stole the horse back
and sold it to another trader, A few
days later the buck came back to our
post with some Indian companions,
Father asked him to sce his gun, and
the Indlan handed it over. “Now,”
sald my father, “you stole my horse.
When you bring my horse back you
can have your gun.”

The gun was a repeating Henry
rifle and the Indian prized it. When
the other Indlans started to leave the
post, he sneaked around and tried to
B0 Into the back room where his gun
Wwas. Father caught him, threw him
out and told him a second time that
he could have his gun when he
brought back the stolen horse. The
Indian was sullen and tried to get
even. The late W. O. Dexter and
Sam Dusten had just left the post to
visit thelr wolf baits,
dlan ran and grabbed Sam's gun and
tried to wrest it from him, Dexter
drew his rifle on the buck and forced
him to let go of the 8un and leave,
He never came back,

Such 1lttle trading posts as my
father's and the independent hunters
and wolfers were a source.of wealth
to Fort Benton. Few men who knew
Fort Benton 60 years ago are now
allve and years welgh heavy on those
Who are left. There Is little left of
the fort to mark a great American

trading post and later a military
fort.
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tand Missouri

The angry In- |

Bullt by Fur rirm

Fort Benton was bulit by the Amer-
fean Fur company. It was in the
midst of a great game country and
buffaloes, antelopes and deer could
| be seen feeding on the ridges and
flats almost any day when I first
knew the place. The Shonkin and
Highwood mountains, 20 miles to the
south, were allve with deer, elk and
mountain sheep; the Teton, Marlas
rivers swarmed with
| beaver. One can see how ecasy it was |
'to obtaln game in those years. Big
game was fat the year round and
buffalo grass grew knee high. The
foothills of the Bear's Paw mountalns
was the greatest country for grass I
ever saw. Iir midsummer it was a
beautiful sight. 'As far as .the eye
could see was waving buffalo grass
and bluejoint. It made one think of
an artist’s dream of falryland and it
was the red man's heaven. The big
monarchs of the plains could be seen
here and there in groups in the tall
grass, too fat for good beef. The ante-
lopes and deer were hog fat the year
round..

Here were the Indlan's food and
clothing close at hand. Who can
blame him for fighting to hold these |
things—his land, his living, his all!
was at stake. No wonder this region
, Was a bone of contentlon between
| the whites and Indlans for many
| years. I have not beem in the Milk
river cpuntry since 1882. It has long

since been cut into farms. Towns
take the place of herds of wild game.
Buffalo grass and bluejoint have
gone with the buffaloes, and people
say there is no excellent natural
range any more.

Many time of late years I have re-
called the sight of hunters crawling
through high grass to get close to
their game or dropping out of sight
ahead of game coming to water. This
' was the way most hunting was done,
though some preferred to run buf-
faloes on horseback and gallop into
the herd and select prime hides,

Buffalo robes were not the only
consideration of the hunter, Surplus
meat was used .to polson big gray
buffalo wolves and coyotes. Wolfing
was a real business in those days,
i| when wolves couid be seem in droves
of 200 to 300, following buffalo herds.
The old bulls and calves were prey
for the wolves. They are cunning
animals. A pack, when hungry, will
select a lone huffalo and, while part
of the pack bay the poor brute in
front, the rest rush him behind and
cut a hamstring, letting the animal
down. The next jump is at the
throat and by that tlme the flesh
Is belng torn from the bones on every
side. : < :

|
l
i

42 Dead  Wolves

Such ‘a killing is a pitiful sight.
1 remember witnessing just such -a
scene once. I rushed up on horseback
and fired a few shots, scattering the
wolves to a safe distance. Then I
put four bottles of strychnine in the
buffalo carcass and left it. The next
morning I found 42 dead wolves.
/| Only bones of the buffalo remained.

At that tlme wolf pelts were worth
only $1 and coyotes, 50 cents. It was
the custom, if a party wanted to go
hunting or wolfing for the winter,
for them to go to one of the three|
general stores at Fort Benton to be
outfitted. Any of the stores would
supply them with bacon, flour, sugar,
tea, tobacco, strychnine and am-
munltion. Off they would go, usually
i|in a little old wagon, with some
saddle horses; an Indlan lodge made
of tanned buffalo hides’ to live in
and a frying pan and a few stew pans
| and “kettles to cook with. Heat or
cold, rain or snow—it was all the

IL was n ygreat slght In the spring |
to see the hunting partles como |
stringing in with their wagons and |
pack horses loaded with hlides nnd!‘
furs. Each party sold its catch to
the store that outfitted it. Buffalo
hides, green and not tanned, sold for
from $1.50 to $2. Antelope and deer
hides were worth 50 cents each, beaver
pelts sold for 32 to $3. After a hunter
pald for his grubstake, the rest of his
winter's proceeds was to drink and
gamble on till winter came agaln and
found him broke. Then he started
out again, following the same routlnel
year after year. |
This trade netted the Fort Benton
stores thousands of dollars. The
three big' mercantile houses were T.
C. Power & Bro, I. G. Baker & Co.
and Weatherwax & Wetzel, All did
a flourishing business. Because Fort
Benton was at the head of naviga-
tion on the Missouri river and enor-
mous quantities of goods came by
steamboat to be unloaded there, Ben-
ton was & base supply point for the
entire west, and blg string freight
teams distributed goods all over.
Montana, But for many years the
fur business was the backbone of
Fort Benton's trade,

When I landed there 60 years ago,
the old fort at the lower end of town

. was a well built, well fortified gov-

ernment post. The buildings were of
adobe brick, and the adobe walls of
the stockade were 12 feet high. It
was one of the strongest forts in the
northwest and was always adequately
manned. The' brass cannon now on
display facing the highway then faced
the Missouri river, Any time it faced
elsewhere it was to defy hostile In-
dians. The cannon was discharged
each day at sundown. As a boy I
watched the firing of this daily salute
with Interest and thought of the
times the cannon had been turned
agalnst war parties of red men com-
ing to invade the fort. W. O. Dexter
told me a story of a fight they had
! with Indians when he was a soldier
at the fort, -
* Firing on Fort

He sald Indlans had been firing on
the fort. from high bluffs for some
time. The gunners finally filled the
old brass cannon with trade bullets
on top of a heavy charge of powder
and fired into the,  broken bluffs
where the Indians seemed to be. Dex-
ter saild that when the cannon roared
it sounded as if hell 'had broken loose.
The earth was torn up along' the
bluff and Indians could be seen run-

ninetdn all directions, The gunners
had arranged to follow up this can-
non shot with mountain howlitzers
lashed to the backs of pack mules,
The men rushed to the top of the
bluffs, where they could see Indians
running across open country. The
howitzers were mounted on the mules
with the muzzles to the rear, When
the came in sight of the fleelng war
party, the gunners wheeled thelr
mules into line to fire another volley
at the Indlans. Dexter had his
shoulder against one of the mules, try-
ing to hold it steady, when the gun
went off. The recoll upset both Dex-
ter and the mule. Dexter stuttered.
When he got out from under the
mule he began, “This is no d-d-d-d-
damned m-m-mmule to Pp-p-p-pack
a b-b-b-big g-g-g-g-gun,” and, still
stuttering, he offered .the opinion
that the Indians were still- running
and that some of them .were better
Indlans than they had been. '

The clvillan section of old Fort
Benton rises plainly before my mind’'s
eye. Troops were coming and going,
government ambulances here and
there conveyed officers or the  sick
from place to place, hunters were
coming in, excited after a successful
hunt; freighters hustled around the
steamboat landings and unloaded
freight. Here and there Indians came,
bringing furs and robes to the stores
to trade for Indlan trinkets, and
trading post men rushed their furs to
the boats for an early St. Louls mar-
ket. The place was like a beehlve, At
night the scene changed. Saloons did
a rushing business. .

Open Day And Night

Four or five of Fort Benton's sa-
loon's ran wide open, day and night,
and every night they were full. Rou-
lette wheels were spinning, keno, faro,
stud poker and other games were go-
ing all night, John Lilly, John Evans,
Mose Solomon, Bourassa and De

same to them—they would huddle
up Im winter quarters in a thicket,
where wood and water was plenty and
close at hand. In thelr camps would

térded and plenty of it.

ing camp was to lay out their win-
ter's work. Each hunter took his
assigned share of a circle, five or six
miles in radius from camp. Armed
srihds, rifie - 'and supplied
with plenty of strychnine, each hunt-
er would go out, at intervals killing
a buffalo or deer or antelope to poi-
son for balt. When the circle of baits

be the finest meat the country af-|
ru
The first thing, they did after mak-

Champs and Sam Sowers are some of
the old saloonkeecpers I remember
from those days. A few years later,
when ihe boats began*bringing wom-
en up the rlver,'hurdy-gurdy houses
| started up, One of these houses was

n by George Croff and the other
by & manager whose name I have for-

Both houses did land of-
tice business, These were dance halls

run with women of the underworld, '

and, since white W

in the territory, tgér;en bt o
places. A drink at the bar was req-
ulsite with cach dance, Since most
of the sets were square dances, a sin-

was complete, they turned thelr at.|S'¢ 9anco meant eight drinks at the

tention to beaver trapping, If a beaver :

stream were within reach.

Trapping beavers required close at-
tentlon. Trap lines had to be visited
every morning, the catch taken and
the traps reset. Unless beaver was
drowned soon after it was caught, the
strong double trap might cut off a

Ar.  Drinks cost “two-bits"
ach dance meant 83 oo e b
The dances were cut very short, be-
sldes, The hurdy-gurdy glrls 'were
supposed to solicit partners for danceg
as long as enough men remained in
he saloon to make up one set,
Since the hurdy-gurdy houses were

foot as 1t struggled and let 1t escape, SOMething new, they got a great play,

This pert of the hunt kept @ man on Men liked

them, "1 remember the

{'he job. Wolf balts were looked aft- IIIst time Liver-Eating Johnson camg

er during every warm spell.

Dead '
wolves were skinned and' fresh bait Started.

town after the

hurdy-gurdj
Johnson haq e

been scouting

put out. This routine kept up until 1or Uncle Sam for a time ang likely

the first of May. If the camps got
sent to the fort

Except for such chance trips,

Many such hunting parties were scat- U
tered over the territory in the early t
days.

|]a

'dance with the night o
and I gave this back to him,

I
o

hadn’t seen a white wo.
short of bacon and flour, & man was OF more,
for new supplies. dance with one as lon,

man for a year
When he got o chance to |
g as he wanted

the 0. he went wild, Several

hunters wouldn't be heard from from INg the evening John o s
the time they set out until they came Me a trade dollay and say,
back, sometimes four or five months, Kid, let’s dance,” in orge;

son would tosg
"Ctgme on,
r make

For three nights he kept
The thirg morning he came

1P a set.
his up.

to our shack and sald he was broke

nd all . He haq glven me g5 to

t his arrival,

8lrls were too swift for him. He hag '

ome into tow; ¢
Ut with §5. n With 8300 and went





