
\ 

PE I{ETCHE OF THE BIG WOOD 

The ea1·ly settler of Io,,.,a found considerable timber 
f1·i11gi11g the principal rivers and creek but there were 
fe,,T large a1·ea of , oodland. One tract of timber, kno1\711 
a tl1e ' Big "'\"'\T ood ' ,, ... a located in th southern part of 
B1·emer Count3· Io,,ra extending· ot1tl1east\\.,.ard from 
"'\\Ta e1·l}r to J effe1"' 011 City - Il0v\7 Den er. The easter11 
edge ,,Ta three mile , ide. A n1ile ,,Te t of Denver the 
,,.,oods \\Te1·e 11ea1·l,1 four· miles in v\idth. Five miles ,vest .. 
of Denve1· tl1e tiJ11b 1· e .... t nded aero the Red Cedar Rive1· 
a11d t·\\"O ar1n spreac1 out like a letter Y. The no1·thern 
arm ' tended to \\,. ave1·ly, and the outhern a1--m nearly to 
J a11esville. 

Thi tract of timber i11clud d n1ore than t,,Tenty-six sec
tio11s of la111. ome ,,,e1-- onl pa1·tiall. cove1·ed ,,-rith trees, 
b11t 011 11101·e than thj1--teen ection tl1e t1--ees tood close to
getl1er. 

I11 the Big ,,roods ,,1eI·e sple11did t1"'ee of all !{ind -
hard n1aple, blacl{ wal11ut, butte1·nut v?hite oalr, elm, asl1, 
ba ,, .. oocl poplar dog,,Tood, iro11"rood and 1nany othe1· . 
S01n 011e l1a left a 1--ecord which indicate the ize of ome 
of th e tree . la1--g·e ,,1hite oalc t1·ee ''"'as cut do\\'ll in 
the W ap ie botto1n near T1·ipoli. '' 110 e Clarl{ and his 
son'', a~"'"s th cl1r·onicle1--, ' ' wo1-.l{ed 11p the tree in part 
a "\\nite Oak a11d made 100 rail , 10 ft . long and 00 stal{es 

ft . long. 01ne of tl1ese rail and stalre made mo1"'e than 
20 "'"ears ag~o ca11 b een on the premi e of M. F. Gillett 
at tl1is ti111e (1875) .'' 

No ,,Tonder tl1 ettlers on the winds,v pt p1--ai1·ie ,, ... e1·e 
desi1"'ous of ecu1 .. ing a fe,,-r acres of this fine timber for fire
,,Tood and lumber. Tor i it strange that an acre of ,vood-
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land ,vas ordi11arily "ro1·th from five to t,venty tunes as 
much as an acre of prairie. 

A map of the region, published by the county surveyor 
of B1--emer County in 1875, sho,,rs that each section of prairie 
\\'as divided into from fol1r to eight holdings, ,vhile sections 
covered by the Big Woods were divided into much smaller 
holdings, averaging· about forty-si.~ to tl1e section. In some 
of the den est ti1nber there were as many as sixty-three 
ovvners in a single square mile. 

The first '\\1hite settler to locate near the Big Woods ,,.,as 
harle 1fcCafferee, a young man who came in the spring 

of 1845. He located in Section 34, Jefferson To1'-nship, 
on land that in after )"ears became kno,vn as the ''Stears'' 
farm. In the fall of that yea1~ his mother and his b1--other, 
Isaac, came fro1n Scott County to join him. Other families 
f ollo,ved. Among the ne,v settlers ,vas a young woman 
named Cyrinthia 1Iessinger and in l848 Charles 1IcCafferee 
and Cyrinthia ~Iessinger drove ac1--oss the prair·ie, fording 
creel{s and rivers on their ,vay, to I11dependence thirt)r miles 
away where they ,vere married. 

ection thirty-four, however, vvas not all occupied by 
1853, for in that year William Briden came fI·o1n ~fichig·an 
to secure some land for a home. An account of the pil
grin1age to the Big vVoods ,,,as prepared by William Bri
den 's daughter, ~1rs. Geo. Sevison, who now resides at 
Janesville, and additional information " 'a given the writer 
by a son, Henry Briden, who at the time this was written 
" ras living in Janesville, still hale and heart at the age 
of ninety. 

The story of the journey of the Briden family £1,om 
1'Iichigan to Io,va has in it thrilling adventur·e and dramatic 
interest equal to any of the storie told by other persons 
\,rho t1,a.velled to Io,,ra by the covered ,, .. agon. They tarted 
from iiichigan i11 June, 1854, 1f1, . B1·iclen driving a span 
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of horses to a light wagon. The oldest son, Horseman, six
teen yea1"s old, d1--ove six oxen to a wagon, four of these 
oxen being yoked for the first time. The second son, Henry, 
fourteen years of age, rode a young horse and helped his 
father, mounted on another horse, drive the live stock con
si ting of 80 head of cattle and 300 sheep. They lost some 
of the sheep at Dubuque when they fell into the open lead 
mines there. Henry says that because he "Tas the smallest 
he was let do~7Il into some of these mines by a rope around 
his waist to rescue the living and bring out the dead sheep, 
for their hides ,vere valuable. 

They had tents and camped out most of the way, being 
five vveeks on the road and having travelled 500 miles. The 
1--oad distance is much less than that now but it should be 
remembe1"ed that ,vhen the Briden family made the jo11rney 
tl1ere were long detours about timber, sloughs, and in search 
of fords across the streams. On the way they met some 
men who asked them where they were going and they re
plied ''to the south side of the 'Big Woods' in central 
Io,va' '. They then said, ''We ,vouldn 't go there ; the1·e 's 
nothing there but grass''. Mr. Briden said, '' that is just 
what I am loolcing for as I l1ave everything else''. They 
1 .. eached Buffalo Creek, near Independence, Iowa, on the 
4th of July and the eldest son tied his clothes to the top 
of his head and s,vam the cr eek to get to Independence to 
get himself and his brother some fi1--ecrackers. A flag made 
of a red bandanna ,,ras raised to celebrate the occasion. 

The family reached the sunny side of the ''Big Woods'' 
on the 7th day of July, 1854, ,·vhere they fot1nd two log 
cabins waiting to be occupied. It was eighteen miles across 
the count1--y to Camp Creek where the nearest house to the 
southeastward was located and twelve miles from this house 
to I11dependence. f ercl1andise had to be hauled from 
Dubuque and "\\rhen the roads we1·e bad it sometimes took 
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as many as thirteen ox teams to a load. Emigrants coming 
throug·h would ofte11 help \"\rith three yolre of oxen. Every
one helped each other in those days. Swamps and marshes 
,vere cro sed with g·1--eat exe1'tion a11d fatigue; rivers were 
fo1--ded with difficttlty and danger; nigl1ts ,vere passed on 
the open prai1'ie \vith the sod for a couch and the heavens 
fo1 .. a 1·00£ helter. Long· ,vear},. days and ,,Teeks of t1--avel 
,,,.e1·e e11du1--ed but finally the '' Promised Land'' ,vas 
reached. 

All told, Willian1 Briden 's land - prairie and timber -
totalled 1440 acres. In later years some of this land ,vas 
t1 .. ansf erred to his sons, Horseman and Henry, in whose 
names it is sho\\111 on the old map of 1875. The B1·idens 
had a fine sugar camp, too, but of that ,ve ,vill spealr late1--. 

The settlers on the '' Sunny Side'' of the Big Woods were 
a fine, God fearing body of people. Their character was 
,vell delineated in the following ,vords by E . J . ~fessinger, 
,,

1
110 was one of them over 70 years ago : 

Up to this date we have lived in peace and harmony, withot1t 
law officers, doctors or preachers. We had now been here five 
years, living almost as members of one family. To say this was 
the happiest period of m3r life will not be stating the tl1ing in too 
strong terms; every man ,vas treated as a brothel' \Vhether strang·er 
or friend. 

It was natural that such people ,,roltld early seelc church 
accommodations and p1·ivileges. The 1f ethodists predom
inated and the first sermon preached in that vicinity was 
l)y a ~f ethodist ministe1·. The people met in va1--ious hon1es 
fo1· cl1u1·cl1 services at fi1--st and there were se1--vices under 
the tree~, too. In the early sixties a church was built just 
to the east of ection 34 and aero s the county line in Black 
Hu,, .. lc County. Tl1is cl1urch ,vas lrno"~ as the East Jane -
, .. ille Cl1urch. Janesville, five miles west, had become a 
chl11'cl1 ce11te1--, l1aving tl1ree churcl1es fo1-- a population of 
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tl1re }1undr d. It oon att1--acted some of the early settlers 
f1·om tl1 wooded and prairi districts, among them \Vm. 
B1·iden. He could not be induced to locate 011 a village lot 
after living on a t1"act of 1440 acre and he lected 20 ac1--es 
on th ea t edge of Jan vill wl1ere he built a fine cou11try 
]10111e. Tl1e l1ou e till tands a11d is in ple11did pre erva
ijon. It is 110,v the ]1ome of I\Ir. and I\fr . Geo. evison. 

vVm. Brid n's son , Ho1--seman and II nry, remained on 
.__ ection 34 and ,vitl1 their neighbors ,,Tere evc1-- active in the 
st1pport of a11y unde1·taking for th bettern1e11t and comfort 
of tl1e 0111n1l1nit)r i11cludi11g East Jan ville hurch. Of 
tl1e fi11e f a111ilies livi11g ii1 that coimt1--yside and on the prai1--ie 
11ea1·b r, the ,,1 rite1· can be t r ecall the four Briden familie , 
tl1e tear , vi on , Fitche~, the David 11arquis and John 
tia1"quis fan1ilies tl1 Ga1·ton, Ald1--ich, l(yler, Thompso11, 
La,,11· nee, Gibb Rich, Jacob , and Ht1tton families. Dot1bt
less there ,ve1--e othe1-- ,,rho1n the little boy of those 1011g ago 
da)r has f 01--gott n. 

The Ea t J a11esville hurch, wl1ile tl1e religiou cente1", 
became the social center-- also f 01-♦ many meeting . This ,,ras 
11atu1·al, £01" ju t ac1·oss tl1e 1--oad, in Garton' Gr·ove, th re 
had be n n1a11y om111unity meetings. I 1· call on particu
la1·l)r' a Fourtl1 of J tll celebration i11 1 67 "\\rhe11 Ill)y fatl1e1·, 
attired i11 a lo11g· linen coat, 1· ad the Declaration of Inde
pend nee. 

Lora Tl1on1p on ,,~as a OUJlg ,vo1nan ,,1110 lived ,,7ith he1· 
par·ent 011 the far1n ac1'0 s the road .fr·om ,vh r my father, 
n1othe1--, and I liv d f ron1 1 63 to 1 68. Lora played the 
organ at church services in th Ea t Janesville Cl1UI·ch and 
for a te1·111 01· n101·e tal1gl1t chool i11 a . choolhol1 on the 
ec1ge of tl1 Big "\\.,.. oocl jt1st 1101·tl1 of the er l{ beyond the 
IIen1·)1 Brill n }10111e, ,,,11 1·e h boa1--ded ,,,bile teacl1i11g 
... 11001. 1 l1e 1-- 1nen1ber 1nucl1 abot1t tl1e Big ,,rood ancl 
l1a related 111a11:" of lier pl a ant xp 1·ie11ce there before 
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sl1e left the locality fo1·ty-five yea1 .. s ag"o to d,vell with me 
a n1y ,,Tif e in several Io,va to,,1ns, far f1·om th Big \"'\7 oods. 

There ,,Tas much visiting among these f a1nilies and it was 
counted a great treat by a prairie fan1ily to be invited to 
tl1e l1ome of a Big \Voods family, for they usl1ally l1ad food 
delicacies absent from the table of the prairie d,,,eller, s11ch 
delicacies as plum bt1tter and p1--eserves 1nade from the ,vild 
plums, \\rild blackberry jam, ,vil.d grape sauce, ste,,1ed c1--ab
apple, crabapple jelly, and maple s311.·up. I never e .. :·pect 
to taste sucl1 delicious dishes again as I have been privi
leged to pa1--tal{e of in the B1--iden, Fitch, and ~Iarquis homes 
of that pioneer per'iod. 

Tl1e1"e ,,,ere many delights beside those of the table in 
tl1ose pioneer days, pleasures that n1ay seem simple and 
tame to the young people of today - sleighrides, spelling 
schools, church sociables, and par·tie in tl1e various homes. 
Tl1e homes of Ho1--seman and HenI')7 Briden ,,Tere often open 
to s11ch gatherings ,vith a fine l1ospitality never surpassed. 
An enjoyable evening was assured if ,,Te could go to one 
of these homes in the \\rinter tin1e for a taff}r pull, using 
pure maple syrup for molasses that after pulli11g ,vas 
dropped into the sno,,r to cool. I attended my last taffy 
pttll with Lora Thompson and othe1,s at Henry Briden's 
home on December 31, 1882, driving thirteen 1niles to and 
thirteen miles from the Big Woods in a t"10-horse sleigh 
,vith the thermometer at 33 belo,v zero. 

The Big Woods, ho\\rever, are now mostly a memory. As 
tl1e pine fores ts of northern 11:innesota and ,V-isconsin di -
a ppea1,ed down the ''Great River'' to the hungry mills 
along its banks, so the '' Big Woods'' slipped do,vn tl1e long 
I'oad to vVaterloo, the shor'ter road to Cedar Falls, and just 
across the road to Waverly. On many ,vinter days, fo1· 
many ,vinter , the crealcing wagons crunched through the 
no,,T or the inuou l}T gliding bob led bore countless cords 
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of ,vood cut f1 .. om those grand old trees to these towns, 
chiefly fo1 .. fuel, althougl1 much hard wood l1Jmber was cut 
also. P1'ecious black ,valnut trees were cut into fence 
materials and fire,,rood. 

Sa,v mills \\1ere tarted on the edge of the Big vV oods 
as early as 1853 and t\venty-nvo years later five team sa,v 
mills were engaged in sa,,ring logs f1 .. om the Big Woods. 

ome idea of the value of the tjm ber for lun1ber may be 
had when account i taken of tl1e magnitude of the task of 
etting up a steam sa,v mill in the ''Woods''. The following 

description may be quoted: 

A. T. l\1artin about 1855 located at what is now Tripoli. There 
he erected the first sa ,v mill l1a uling tl1e boiler and engine from 
Dubuque with ox teams over t1"ails without bridges or denned 
' 'roads''. 

In 1857, Wm. Stephenson erected a steam saw mill north of 
Waverly. ot satisfied with the location he decided to move to 
the other side of the river ( the Red Cedar) . Moving a boiler was 
no small job at any time and 1858 was the ''Wet Year''. The river 
was bank full from early p1·ing till Fall. The water from the 
river backed up in the slough where the mill stood and rose till 
it was up to and over the bed plate of the engine. Then Stephen
son drained the boiler, sealed all its openings, calked them tightly 
and tipped the boiler into the ,vater. It floated ( even as an iron 
steamsl1ip floats ) . He towed it 11/2 miles down and across the 
river, set it 11p and in 1875 it was in good worlring condition still. 

A visitor to tllis I'egion today \Vould have difficltlty in 
visualizing the Big Woods from the f e,v remaining groves 
of hard ,,·ood, native trees and the fields dotted vvith de
cayiJ1g t1'ee stmnp . Bl1t for those ,vho saw them in their' 
original growth and splendo1 .. , the Big Woods remain a 
picture of beauty unsu1 .. passed by any other Iowa landscape 
a11d in the n1emory of their beauty there is woven the story 
of the pioneers ,,·ho ettlecl there. 

• 
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INDIANS OF ~:HE BIG WOODS 

"\Vl1 n l1a1·l :Of c affe1· e a1·1·iv cl 011 th '' tinny id '' 
of the Big "\\T ood i11 1 4,.. h found Indians in the woods. 
Tl1 }" \\·er "\Vi11nebao-oe a trib of ioua11 tocl{, ,vho hacl 
be n brouo-ht fron1 ,Yi. con in to a narrow trip of land, 
de ignated a th T utral Ground. It wa a trip of t rri-
to1· bet"1e n t"\\TO otl1e1· Inclian trib , th ioux on tl1 
no1·th,,1est a11cl tl1e ac and Fox s on th outh a t. 

At th tllne of 11cCaffer e ' arrival th r w r probably 
om 300 \\Ti1111ebagoe i11 the ''\ ood '. TJ1e. Indian 

,,T r e led by three chi f 011e of V?ho1n "\Vinn hi k, was 
fan1ou noun-h to l1av an Io,,·a col1nty nam cl fo1· l1im. Tl1 

• 

othe1· t,,To ,,re1· Big ,,.,.. av a11d "\\T a11a11ol{ake1" ( ound. lil{ 
\\' a11an1alr r big· v\rnite hief). Thi tr·ibe remained in tl1e 
Big \\.,. ood thre }"ea1· after ire aff ree can1e but in 1848 
tl1ey " "e1"e officiall}:1 tra11 ferred to a 1·e rvation 150 mil s 
north of t. Paul, fi1111e ota. 

It i a ,,1ell lr110\l'n fact, ho,, .. v r, that oft 11 ,vhen an 
Indian tribe ·wa~ tran f erred from it nativ range to a 
l"e e1·vation ... on1e of tl1e indiviclual ,vould 1·eturn to the 
lancl of tl1 ir bi1·th. The Big Wood Indian ,,1 re no x
ception to thi urge ar1cl p1·ol)ably on1e of tl1e1n cam bacl{. 
Tl1e. 1· tu1~nin °· Inclia11~ "r 1· tl1ose, of cou1· i11 \\ .. l101n a 
love for their old home wa8 very trono- and in aft r y ar 
the)1 

,,
1 r i11clin c1 to }1a11g· 011 on1 ,,-hat 1nig}1t. 

There wer e other triheR of Indian in Iowa at this tin1e, 
particula1"l~ - a g roup of F ox or l\f ln,1aki India11 , '"rho 
lived along th Iowa Riv r fifty-five 1nil . . outh of the Big 
\Vood. . Tl1er \\"a al o a 1nall tribe 01· part of on that 
d,,·elt alo11cr th Blacl{ Ha,\·lc Cre k 011 tl1 ,,re t lirnit. of 
,,r atc1·loo t"relve mil from th Big v\r ood . There ,,Tere 
c1011l)tle. ~ oth 1· I11dian, c1,,Te1lir1g to tl1e 11orth b11t ,,·hethe1· 
the e vi . iiecl the Big ,,.,. ood~ occa ionall~r I do not kr10,v· b11t 
I kno,v· tl1at tl10 e to tl1e outh did. 
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The Meslnval{is ,vould leave their reservation at Tama 
to hunt or trap alo11g· the stream . Thirty years ago I used 
to see some of them camped along the kunk River nor·th 
of Colfax forty miles in an airline from their rese1 .. vation. 

The continual migration of the Indians to and from the 
Big Woods is thu explained to me. I saw 1nany of these 
migrations, though bl1t a small part of the whole number. 
In a single day I have seen as many as sixty Indians go 
by our cabi11 on the prairie toward the Big '"\Voods. There 
were Indians in the Big '{\T oods continuously for many years 
after the e rod us i11 1848, and they camped there f 01 .. months 
at a time until in the seventies. 

Probably the most of tl1is migration occurred in the late 
fifties and du1 .. ing the sixties. The reason for all this travel
ling back and forth was not altogether due to the fact that 
the I11dian ,,1as a natural rover, but rather because the con
dition that caused him to be a rover .. ,vas fast tending towa1·d 
its climax and bringing· him to the '' End of the Tr .. ail' '. 

Life in the Big Woods before the ,vhite men came to its 
borders must have been ideal from tl1e viev\rpoint of an 
Indian. There ,vere deer-- in tl1e for est in plenty; wild tl1r
keys nested and tl11--ived there; g1--eat 11umbers of prai1--ie 
chickens lived in the tall g1 .. ass on the adjacent prairies; 
wild fowl covered the surf ace of the Red Cedar that flowed 
through its borders; and the waters of the river teen1ed 
V\rith fisl1; the otter, mink, and beaver darted through the 
sedges and afforded a goodly harvest of furs, the Indians' 
currency of trade; ,vild honey oozed from many bee trees; 
and in the ope11ings large numbers of wild plum trees grew, 
v;rild blaclrbe1 .. r31 bushes were plentiful, and tl1e wild c1·ab
apple gr·ew almost ever}T"\Vhere. 

Imagine that sp1·ing day 011 which 11cCafferee with his 
ox team lo,,113.,. ,vound l1is ,vay around treacherol1s sloughs 
and struggled throug·h the creelr fords as he pl1shed on to 
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tl1e great bod}r of trees to the no1'thwest. He reached it at 
last, the famous Section 34, that Wm. Briden ,vas to reach 
nine yea1·s later and my father 11ine years after Mr. Briden. 
All day an Indian yoi1th, mounted on a pony, had flanked 
1IcCaff eree, the boy and his pony almost hidden by the 
tall grass that ,,Tas described as being '' so tall tl1at it ,vas 
higher, in places, than a man on a horse''. When McCaf
f eree reached the edge of the Big Woods he unyoked his 
oxen and picketed them out for the night. It was then that 
the Indian boy hur1~ied to his camp back in the timber on 
the banks of the creelr, kno,vn in after years as Baskin's 
Run, tl1at wound its way through the woods. There he 
hurried to pour out his astonisl1ing story that the '' Chemo
kemon'' had come, at last, and was now on the edge of the 
for est with his '' tepee that ,,ralked' '. 

The head men of the band had heard tales of the white 
men, the older ones could recall thtir coming into Wiscon
sin. They were hunters who killed much game, more than 
they required; they were tree choppers who cut away the 
timber to malre ''heap big tepee'' and pulled the big tree 
boles a,vay; they burnt the grass off the prairie and 1·ipped 
it all up; then on the shores of the Great River they had 
dug great holes in the g·round and taken out much ''bullet 
rock'' (lead) . The Indians had been told that ma}Tbe, some 
day, '' Chemokemons'' would come to the Big Woods too, 
chase all the game away, cut do,vn the big· trees, and rip 
up the prairie that was no,v the home of the red deer and 
the prairie hen. -

But spring after spring had come. The plover and cur-
le,v whirled and banked in ae1~ial flight along the creeks; 
the sand cranes uttered their ,,reird cries at eventide; great 
flocks of ,vild fowl darkened the skies; the wild deer darted 
throi1gh the forest; the beaver built and 1·ebuilt their dams; 
countless flo,,Ters decked the prairie with incomparable 
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beauty · the wood ,v re ladened witl1 the burgeoning foliage 
of p1--ingtime ; and the air ,,ras rich with the exquisite odor 
of the flowe1--ing ba ,\ ... ood, urpa ing in frag1--ance the 
famed orange blos oms of semi-tropic climes. 

And so the '' Chen1ol{emons'' had come had the}.,, 
\Vell they '"'ould ee. 1£a11be this \'\1as the only one who 

vlould come and one no matter· how diff e1--ent from them, 
could not do much damage. Alas for the Indians, many 
"'r}1ite men came after 1fcCaffe1·ee, for before the last Indian 
had left the ,v ood , ome twenty-five year after 1fcCaf
f ree's arrival, there '\'\.,ere 13,000 Chemokemons in Bremer 
County. 

The Big Woods and the game vanished steadily. Henry 
Briden recall a ,vinter prior to 1860 when tl1e snow was 
so deep in the "\\,.oods that the deer· could sca1·cely move 
about and becal1se of this extremity they wer--e the easy 
prey of the white hunters who practically exterminated the 
fine herd that had lived in the Woods. The wild turkeys 
disappeared, too, as many glittering axes cut g1--eat gashes 
in the forest. The turlreys we1·e f ollo,,.,ed by the beaver" 
and other smaller fur bearing animal . 

Thus gradually and ve1·y surely the Indian's shelter-- ,,1as 
impaired and his sustenance d stroyed. But he sta .. ed on 
in the only ho1ne he knew, le able each 3rear to accommo
date him elf to sucl1 a fast changing world for him and, 
strangest of all to him, ,vhile he found it har"der each year 
to get a living l1is "\\1hite neigl1bors ,vere finding it easier. 
''Ho,v come'' t 

The poor· Indian never found the ans,ver. Each year l1is 
condition became wo1·se a hortage of food and disease 
took its toll. During those years the contacts the India11s 
made witl1 the settlers shaped the opinions that the latter 
formed of the r ed man. Th Indian ,,.,a actually a child 
of nature no 111atter how old he wa . He ,,ra cur·ious in-

• 
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quisitive, and unhampered by any of the conventions that 
bind ,vhite me11, and he ,vould enter your premises uninvited 
and ,vl1en in ext1·emity ,vould beg for anything he desired 
and f 01111d it difficult to meet denial. Once denied he " rould 
retu1--n again and again afte1-- the desi1·ed a1--ticle. 

This \'{as sometimes true even of a ,vhite baby, for· the 
Indians ,\re1·e fo11d of little child1·en. In one of the chro11icles 
of eighty )rea1·s ago the1·e is this statement: '' It was ,vith 
difficulty that E. J. Messinger and the fa1nily could per
s11ade tl1e Indians from keeping thei1· son Zach. T. l\{e sin
ge1· as tl1ei1· o,v·n. The India11s ,vould get him so1netiines 
and take l1i11J off v.7i.th tl1em. '' 

P1·obabl)" it ,vas the l{novvledge of other· incident like this 
that made my mother so f1·ig·htened ,vhenever she spied 
I11dians coming, a11d induced her to fly ,,,.ith he1· little bO)' 

to the 11earest neighbor. 

On one occasion a larg·e number of Indians can1e around 
our house and stables near where my father and a 11eighbor, 
,,

1ho could speak the Indians' language, ,,,ere standing. I 
don't know ho,v it happened, but all at once I ,vas g·rabbed 
and lifted to a pony's back in f1·ont of a squaw ,vho dashed 
off across the prairie to,va1·d tl1e Big \"'\T oods. The shrieks 
of 1ny mother and the vehement protests of my father when 
translated, added to the advice of our interpreter, caused 
a whistle to be blo,vn and the squa ,,,. broug·ht me back. Our 
neighbor, John 1'fa1--quis, in explaining· the action of the 
Indians, said that they " 1ere only pla i11g· a practical jolre 
on a tenderfoot (my father) . It ,vould have been no joke 
in a moment more, for my father reached for his I'ifle and 
omething serious might have happened. It was no joke 

to my n1other, either, for she ,,~as sure tl1at they ,,Tould have 
~tolen me if the)T had thought the)r could have done so. 

One day I ran into the house and told my mother the 
Indians \\1e1'e coming. She did not have time to run to the 
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neighbor's before the nearest mounted Indian could ove1~
take her so we put our dog outside, barricaded the doo1', 
covered tl1e ,,Tindo,vs, and ,vai ted. The Indians pounded 
on the door, rattled tl1e ,vindows, and yelled that they want
ed to come i11. They l{new we were inside because of the 
action of our dog '\vho gro,vled furiou ly whenever they 
app1·oached the house. He had sense in not attaclcing so 
man)1 • Had the1"e been but one or t\:\1 0 I believe he would 
l1ave tried to drive them a,,1ay. 1'11'. 1fa1·quis, \\ .. ho lived 
011l)r half a 1nile a,vay, sa,v the Indians milling around our 
cabi11, mounted a hor e, and started for our home. The 
Indians sa,v him coming and at once left us and started 
to rneet hun. He tu1--ned a1"ound and all the Indians foil owed 
l1im home. About a half an hour after ,,1e noticed that 1\fr. 
1-Iei. e1--, a lame Ge1--n1an settler ,vho lived about a mile south 
of u , ,vas coming· alo11g the trail, ca1·rying a small halter 
in his hand. "W11en he came to our house he asked my 
mother i11 his delightful Ger"man brogue, '' Didt }10u seen 
any Inyuns yet 1'' 1vf y mother said, ''Yes, they a1~e all 
do,vn around tl1e 1iarquis home no,v. '' Then ~Ir. Heiser 
said : '' Goot I now goes yet and get mine colt. Dem dirty 
shteali11g In 1t1ns talce mine colt whe11 I not see dem do it 
and after already I tells dem, no dey shouldnt haf der colt.' ' 

After a ,,1hile he came baclr, limping pulling the colt along 
afte1-- hi111. ''Dem Inyuns dey tell Sl1on [Jol1n 11arquis] 
dey buys dese colt. Shon l1e says ,,That and ho,v did you 
pay for dese colt and they shust laugh and say dey goin 
to pay me s0111e day. l1on he tells me take my colt and 
go home and dont t1·ade any mit de inyuns, 3rou should 
watch en1. ' ' 

Other ,vhites who had no individual contacts '\vith these 
India11s ,,,,ere suspicious of them because of the Spirit Lake 
11:as acre in 1857. But John 1iarquis, Henry Lampe, and 
others assured them and us that the Big Woods Indians 
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we1·e peaceful Foxes and not like the warlike Sioux. Be
sides they had no leaders like the despicable character, 
Inkpaduta, the Siol1X chief responsible for tl1e Spirit Lake 
outrag~e. 

All in all the Big "\"'\T oods Indians made a better exit than 
many ,vhites ,vould have made under equal handicaps. The 
pathos of thei1' departure covers up many of their delin
quencies and no doubt there are pleasant incidents con
cerning this race, in the memo1--y of persons now living 
that will yet be written. The Indians left no trace that 
they ever lived in the Big Woods save in the memory of 
the settlers that lived there when they did. 

Sometimes now as I look out of the windows of a fine 
train speeding through the Tama Indian Reservation and 
notice a few Indians in the woods near the tracks I wonder 
whether they are really descendants of the Indians who 
passed our cabin door, or have the Big Woods Indians all 
vanished at the ''End of the Trail''? If so, may their 
p1--esent '' happy hunting grounds'' be as pleasant as were 
tl1ose in the Big Woods long, long ago. 

MAPLE SUGAR MAKING IN THE BIG WOODS 

To those in the ''Promised Land'', maple syrup was an 
ever present table spread for pancakes and bread. It decked 
the table at every meal and was often an ingredient of 
cooked food. Although it was an article of commerce of 
a sort, storekeepers of that day would not exchange othe1· 
sugar for it, pound for pound, and other goods reluctantly, 
if at all. This condition was one of the reasons for cutting 
down the sugar maples : the3r were worth more in the market 
for ,vood than they were for maple syrup. 

:1t1aple sugar making, however, was an annual event for 
the Big "\'\7 oods settlers. It was the source of many of the 
delicacies of their tables. ifaking sugar was a duty, a part 

• 
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of the farm operation, and, in son1e i11 tances, a commercial 
undertal{ing also. There " ras pleasure and a1--t in it as well 
as toil. During the ,vinter the trees to be tapped were 
located and a fireplace ,vas made for holding the boiling 
pans. This ,,Tas located as near as possible to the center 
of the area of tapped trees. ap troughs to be et under 
the maple trees ,\·ere also cut out in the ,,rinter. Taps of 
hollow ,,rood ,,,.ere fashioned out of alder, pol{ebe1--ry, or 
other pithy g·1·0,vths. These taps ,ve1 .. e in erted into holes 
l)or ed in tl1e suga1· n1aple tree. The tap ,,1ere cut awa~ 
on the top to permit the ap to trickle in a11d out and drop 
do\\711 in the chopped-out trough. 

As soon as tl1e sap sta1--ted to run in the early spring, 
there ,,1as great and conti11t1ous activity about the s11gar 
camp. All otl1e1-- operations ,ve1--e sl1bordinated as n1uch 
as po sible, in 01"'der to give attention to the sugar-- making. 
Overtime was not tl1ougl1t of except to get mo1·e tl1an a day 
out of eacl1 t,vent}r-fou1"' hours. For shottld tl1e \\7eather 
beco1ne ,var1n enough to ,,1ell a11d start the leaf b1.1ds, the 
sap ,vottld top I'un11ing. Therefore as soon as the sap 
started the trees ,vere tapped, log troughs ,vere set unde1' 
the taps, and " rood was laid for a fi1--e u11der the wide shal
low pans. Then a steady old horse ,vas hitched to a stone
boat upon which v?as placed a scoured ,vash tub 01· a ,,1ash 
boiler. With this the trip ,vas made f1,om tree to t1--ee and 
the sap "'1as poured out 01· dipped out of the tro1.1gl1 into 
the tub. Then the full tub we1·e taken to tl1e large open 
pans "\\1he1·e the sap ,vas boiled u11til the p1--oper con istency 
for maple syrup 01· suga1' was attained, the latter operatio11 
1·eql1iri11g 11101'e care and skill. This process '"Tas kno,,Tn 
as '' suga1·i11g off''. 

Tl1e sy1·up ,va t e ted by d1·opping ~ ome into clear sno,v 
from time to ti1ne. "\V11en it ,,Tas decided that it ,va 1·eady 
to be 1--en1oved fron1 the pans, it ,vas fi.1--st 1·un into a r e-

• 
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ceptacle. It ,,ra then t1 .. ained throt1gh mu lin cloth and 
,vhites of eg·g ,ver·e tirred into tl1e st1 .. ained sy1 .. up, and 
the clear amber-ht1ed nectar was then bottled or sealed in 
tone jars for futu1·e use. 

There ,y·a a differ·ence in the amou11t of ap p1--odt1ced 
b. r trees ; son1e bore more sap than otl1ers of appare11tly 
the same size. There ,vas a difference al o in the sugar 
co11tent of the sap and there ,vas a difference in the seasons, 
too. 

A season ,, .. a said to l:>e a good sugar season " rhen the 
sap ran steadily and long and ,,,.l1en tl1e winte1"' snowfall 
i11 the ,,1 oods ,,,.as not too heavy. It " ras also con idered 
fortl1nate if a ligl1t 01.. ' st1gar ' 110w fell during sap boiling 
just often noug·h to regttlate the ap flo,,., and make the 
toneboat slip easily. A l1a1·d-drag·ging boat would start 
uddenly and stop suddenly cat1 ing the load of sap to 
plash 01' tip ove1"'. And ap was :preciou and very good 

to drink as tl1e yot1ng·sters found who tagged the old stone
boat throt1gh the woods just to get a drink of sap now and 
then. It "\\7as interesting at the sap boiling place, too, but 
if one tayed there too long he or she mig·l1t have to ca1 .. ry 
,,Tood for the fire 01· run on an errand omev\1here, and then 
tl1e smoke got in your eye . It was more fun to follow the 
stoneboat around; sometimes one l1ad a ride on it, and also 
received a drink out of its precious load. 

Many sugar camps were operated in the Big vV oods from 
the fiftie to the present time. As " ,.e have pointed out, 
ome were operated for private use only, the excess product 

of other can1ps ,vas sold, and some ,vere operated prin
cipall:)r f 01· com1nercial purposes. 

No kno\vn definite record e..lrists of the nl1mber of suga1· 
n1aple tree that ,·~.rere tapped i11 the Big ,,T ood during a 
sea on. Fairl reliable estimates have lJeen 1nade, based 
on indiviclual experie11ces, ob e1·vation , and 1·ecords of 
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camps operating the1--e to-day. Only a fe,v ,veeks ago the 
,vriter talked with Heni--)r Briden, of Janesville, now ninety 
)rear old. 1f19. B1·iden told 111e of his s1.1gar trees but said 
that his brothe1', Horseman, had more and some seasons 
tapped four hundred t1"e ~. 

Ed. L. Jennings, of Ceda1-- Falls, Iowa, ,vitl1 ,vhom I talked 
on Ja11uary 4th of this year, told of his father's maple sugar 
trees. amuel Jennings located in the Big ,Voods in Jack
son To,vnsl1ip, Breme1-- County, two miles east and half 
a mile north of Janesville, in 1851. The old map shows 
that his homestead consisted of 240 acres and that he had 
50 acres more in the heart of the Big Woods. The Jennings 
family has made maple S}Trup since Ed. L. Jennings can 
ren1en1ber and each season now he makes it. His sugar 
camp, or bush as it is sometimes called, is located north
east of Janesville and consists of 1500 t1,ees. Last year he 
tapped 600 trees that yielded 200 g·allons of maple yrup of 
32° gravity sugar test. Mr. Jennings explained that this 
production was not an average 3rield, for 1929 was not a 
good sugar season, since spring advanced too rapidly for 
suga1-- making, the sap flo,ving but a short time. 

I-Ie states that the1"e are one or more other camps no,v 
in the region once known as the Big ,V oods and I believe 
it is safe to say that tl1ere ,vere at least twenty camps mak
ing sugar at one time when most of the sugar trees were 
tapped. Wbat a yield of sap has flo,ved from these trees 
in the past eighty yea1's, htmdreds of thousands of gallons 
in the aggregate. It takes fifty gallons of sap to make a 
gallon of syrup and a gallon of syrup will make six pounds 
of suga1-. F1--om all tl1is accumulated evidence we can con-
ervatively estimate that the Big Woods has yielded the 

equivalent of some fifty tons of delicious maple sugar. 

CHAS. E. HAJJ, 

0:h-{.AH A NEBRA SKA 
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