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Meaning Palimpsest
In early  times a palim psest w as a parchm ent or other 
m aterial from which one or more w ritings had been 
erased to give room for later records. But the era
sures w ere not a lw ays complete; and so it became the 
fascinating task of scholars not only to translate the 
later records but also to reconstruct the original w rit
ings by deciphering the dim fragm ents of letters partly 
erased and p artly  covered by subsequent texts.

T he history of Iowa m ay be likened to a palimpsest 
vT ich holds the record of successive generations. 
I o decipher these records of the past, reconstruct 
them, and tell the stories which they contain is the 
task of those w ho w rite history.
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Stephen Watts Kearny
A large force of Am erican regulars, volunteers, 

and  militia crossed the N iagara  River on O ctober 
13, 1813, and  launched a terrific a ttack  upon the 
British on the heights a t Q ueenston. W ith  the 
T h irteen th  U nited  S tates In fan try  fought C aptain  
S tephen W a tts  K earny. A s his regim ent advanced 
they encountered a w ithering fire from a strongly  
intrenched battery . A lm ost every commissioned 
officer about him w as killed or w ounded within the 
course of a few minutes. U ndaun ted , K earny 
w ent on resolutely, storm ed the battery  a t the head 
of his company, gained the peak of the hill, and  
drove the enemy from the field. It w as one of the 
most brilliant engagem ents of the W a r  of 1812.

Y oung K earny w as a student a t K ing’s College 
w hen the w ar began. D escended from a family of 
unusually able m ilitary men, he w as eager to enlist. 
H is relatives opposed this ambition because of his 
youth and the hardships of the cam paign along the 
C anadian  line, but w ith tha t “fixedness of will, 
which characterized him through life, he m ade up
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his mind to en ter the service, and  exhibited such 
decision, th a t his friends ultim ately co n sen ted /'

K earny  w as com m issioned first lieutenant and 
assigned to the T h irteen th  In fan try  on M arch  12, 
1812, before he w as eighteen years old, and  w as 
raised to a cap taincy  on A pril 1st in the following 
year. Born at N ew ark , N ew  Jersey, on A ugust 30, 
1794, he w as nineteen w hen he conducted himself 
w ith such heroism at Q ueenston  H eights. Immedi
a te ly  a fte r this charge he w as taken prisoner but 
w as soon exchanged. H is offer to head a force of 
m arines in Isaac C h au n cey ’s fleet on Lake Erie 
w as refused but he continued to serve throughout 
the rem ainder of the w ar in a m anner tha t added  
laurels to the distinction of his ancestors of the 
K earny, W a tts , and  D e P eyster families.

•Despite the reduction of the arm y in 1815, 
K earny retained his rank as captain. H aving been 
transferred  to the Second In fan try  on M ay  17, 
1815, he w as quartered  a t Sacketts H arbor but 
later transferred  to P la ttsbu rg  and then to various 
forts w est of the M ississippi. H is activity follow
ing his removal to the W e s te rn  D epartm ent of the 
U nited  S ta tes A rm y w as astonishing, even at a 
time w hen the regulars w ere unusually busy. He 
saw  service at alm ost every post on the frontier.

It is doubtful if any  m ilitary man or civilian saw 
and described as much of w hat now  constitutes the 
S ta te  of Iow a as did S tephen W a tts  K earny be
tw een 1820 and  1835. D uring the course of three
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long expeditions into Iow aland he observed care 
fully the topography  of the country, the kinds of 
p lan t and  animal life, and  the various Indian tribes 
encountered. H is first journey w as from Council 
Bluff, about th irty  miles north  of the mouth of the 
P la tte  River, to Cam p C oldw ater a t the junction 
of the M innesota and  M ississippi rivers and  
thence dow n the M ississippi to St. Louis. In 1824 
he left St. Louis w ith B rigadier G eneral H enry  
A tkinson on an expedition up the M issouri River 
and  did not return  for two years. H is third excur
sion through the Iow a country  w as m ade during 
the summer of 1835. N othing  escaped his w atch 
ful eyes on these trips. H is reputation for insisting 
upon perfection in m ilitary tactics w as reflected in 
the careful daily observations of his journals.

It w as while he w as stationed at Jefferson B ar
racks that K earny acquired the reputation of being 
"one of the most rigid disciplinarians and best tac
ticians" in the army. From  his entry  into the ser
vice he had been regarded  as "one of the coolest 
and calm est" of men whom nothing could discon
cert. "W h ile  stationed a t Jefferson B arracks," 
F ayette  Robinson relates, "K earny  w as drilling a 
brigade on one of the open fields near that post. 
A n adm irable horseman, he sat w ith his face to
w ards the troops," while his perfectly  trained 
horse backed in the same direction the command 
w as m arching. Suddenly  the animal fell, " fasten 
ing the rider to the ground by his whole w eight.

STEPHEN WATTS KEARNY
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H is b rigade  had been drilled  to such a s ta te  of in
sensibility, that no t one of them came to his assist
ance, nor w as it necessary . T h e  line had advanced 
to w ithin about ten feet of him, w hen in a loud dis
tinct voice, calm ly as if he had  been in the saddle 
u n d er no unusual circum stance, G eneral K earny 
gave the com m and, F ourth  com pany, obstacle  —  
m a r c h . T h e  fourth  com pany, w hich w as immedi
ately  in front of him, w as flanked by  its captain  in 
the rear of the o ther half of the grand  division. 
T h e  line passed  on, an d  w hen he w as thus left in 
the rear of his men, he gave the command, Fourth  
com pany into line —  m a r c h /  N ot being seri
ously in jured, he “ex tricated  himself from his 
horse, m ounted again , passed  to the fron t of the 
regim ent, and  executed the next m anoeuvre in the 
series he had m arked out for the d ay  s d r i l l / ’

O n M arch  4, 1833, K earny  w as m ade lieuten
ant-colonel of the F irs t R egim ent of U nited  S tates 
D iagoons, of w hich H en ry  D odge, later G overnor 
of the T errito ry  of W isconsin , w as colonel. A l
though an able soldier, D odge w as not a tactician 
and K earny w as charged  w ith the discipline of the 
legim ent. T h is  w as a difficult task  but K earny 
perform ed it w ith  such m arked success tha t B riga
d ier-G eneral E dm und P . G aines published an 
order in w hich he spoke of the F irs t D ragoons as 

the best trained  troops I ever saw .” It is said that 
more young officers trained  under the eyes of 
Stephen W a tts  K earny  w ere chosen for staff du ty
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than w ere selected from any  corps in the service.
Recognition of this splendid w ork won for 

K earny the rank  of colonel on July 4, 1836. H e 
w as stationed at F o rt Leavenw orth w ith six com
panies of dragoons “w here he m ade his regim ent, 
or that part of it which he com m anded directly, 
second to no troops in the w orld ."

F ear formed no part of the character of Colonel 
K earny. F o r a quarter of a  century  he w as in a l
most daily contact w ith the Indians on the frontier. 
T h e  red men had faith and confidence in his w ord. 
T h ey  honored him as a friend and feared him as 
an enemy. Am ong the O sage, K ansas, and allied 
tribes he w as called Shonga K ahega M ahetonga, 
“horse-chief of the long knives."

K earny’s b ravery  and  daring w ere exhibited on 
num erous occasions. T hus, while traveling up the 
M issouri River he im passively noted in his journal 
on A ugust 4, 1825: “T h e  command w as reviewed 
this morning a t 7 by the Genl. [A tkinson] after 
which a council w as held & a T rea ty  m ade signed 
by the Commissioners, and the Chiefs & Principal 
men of the C row  N ation  —  afterw ards a very 
serious difficulty ensued, by M r. O . F. [Benjamin 
O ’Fallon] striking 3 or 4 of the Chiefs, on the 
head, & one so severely, that the blood ran dow n 
his face, very free —  the A rm y Roll w as beat —  
the Battalions paraded  —  three or four officers of 
us, alone rem ained w ith the Indians, who w ere pre
pared & ready  for fight —  their guns cocked, their
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arro w s ready  for use —  by some trouble and  exer
tion a partial reconciliation w as effected, which 
w as a fte rw ard s  m atured  by G enl. A tkinson, m eet
ing and  talking to some of the Principal men, ou t
side of cam p —  a t one time, it w as considered, that 
the result, Peace or W a r  w as as uncertain, as in 
throw ing up a copper, w hether it comes, head or 
tail —  the N a tio n  m oved about a mile fa rther from 
our cam p —  a C apts. guard  w as m ounted and  our 
chain of sentinels in c re a se d /' T h e  following day  
K earny  very  nonchalan tly  m ounted his horse and  
“w ent upon duty , as officer of the d ay .”

Later, in 1839, F a th e r P ierre-Jean  De Smet re 
lated  the following incident: “ Colonel K earny a r 
rived a t Bellevue w ith 200 dragoons. H eld council 
w ith the Iow as. T ook  four prisoners am ong the 
m ost d istinguished for depredations on their w hite 
neighbors and  m issionaries. P reparations w ere 
m ade to w hip them. T h e  colonel reluctantly  p a r
doned them a t the intercession of their new  agent, 
M r. H am ilton, and  a fte r previously consulting 
w ith experienced gentlem en living in this neigh
borhood. T h e  O toes came to the council in battle 
array , bow s strung  and  arrow s in hand, apparen tly  
ready  for a blow. T h e  m anly conduct of the colo
nel, accom panied by great prudence and a great 
presence of mind, kept them in aw e. I observed 
several chiefs trem ble and  stu tte r as they stood be
fore him. M an y  w ho knew  them well thought that 
g rea t mischief w as brew ing."
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Shortly  a fte r the M exican W a r  broke out, on 
June 30, 1846, K earny w as m ade a b rigad ier-gen 
eral and placed in command of the A rm y of the 
W est. T h ree  hundred  dragoons formed the nu 
cleus of the m otley arm y of 1658 men which left 
F o rt Leavenw orth late in June and filed across the 
plains w ith instructions to capture S an ta  Fe. 
“A m idst the fluttering of banners,” w rote a volun
teer, “ the sounding of bugles, the rattling  of artil
lery, the clattering of sabres, and cooking utensils, 
some of the horses took fright and scam pered, pell- 
mell, w ith rider and arm s, over the w ide prairie. 
R ider, arm s and accoutrem ents, saddles and sad 
dle-bags, tin-cups, and  coffee-pots, w ere some
times left far behind in the chase.” By the time 
N ew  M exico w as reached, however, the raw  re 
cruits had become hardened troopers. K earny en
tered S an ta  F e on A ugust 18, 1846, “w ithout 
firing a shot, and  afte r a fifty d ay s’ m arch of near
ly nine hundred miles.” A s the first gun w as fired 
during the hoisting of the flag, K earny exclaimed, 
“T here, my guns proclaim that the flag of the 
U nited  S tates w aves over this capital.”

Late in 1846, following the conquest of N ew  
M exico, K earny began a m arch of a thousand miles 
from S an ta  F e to San D iego to w rest California 
from the M exicans. G uided by Kit C arson, the 
force of a hundred picked dragoons toiled over 
blazing desert. W h e n  K earny finally reached 
California, his exhausted and  alm ost starved blue-
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coats w ere “well nigh naked  —  some of them bare 
fo o t—  a sorry  looking se t.” In a drizzling rain 
they  fought a pitched battle  a t San Pascual on 
D ecem ber 6, 1846. K earny  received tw o injuries 
and  lost fo rty  of his best officers and  men, but he 
won the fight. A fte r untold  hardsh ips he reached 
San D ieg o  and  joined forces w ith  Com m odore 
R obert F. S tockton in the cap tu re  of Los A ngeles 
on January  10, 1847.

R eturning to W ash in g to n , K earny  w as brevetted 
m ajor-general an d  o rdered  to M exico. T h ere  he 
served as m ilitary and  civil governor of V era  Cruz 
and  M exico C ity. W h ile  on du ty  in M exico he 
contracted  yellow  fever, from the effects of which 
he died a t St. Louis on O ctober 31, 1848. H is 
funeral w as said to have been a ttended  by the 
largest num ber of people tha t had ever assem bled 
for such a purpose in th a t city.

In his varied career as a soldier K earny exhib
ited no tra it more conspicuously than  his habit of 
decision and  firmness. Calm and  dispassionate in 
the form ation of a judgm ent, he received advice 
and  suggestions w ith an open mind but once his 
own decision w as m ade he becam e immovable. A 
strict disciplinarian, K earny “m aintained a degree 
of fellowship, esprit de corps , and  good feeling 
am ong the officers and men of his command which 
has seldom been equalled a t any  post.“ H e will
ingly shared every hardsh ip  of the lowliest private. 
O nce, w hen reduced to a diet of mule meat, he
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gave the last pan of flour in camp to Kit C arson and 
two volunteers w ho volunteered to break through 
the enemy lines and  secure reinforcem ents. It w as 
such unselfish com radeship which m ade it possible 
for him to lead his men on forced m arches against 
insuperable odds. K earny w as greatly  beloved by 
the frontiersm en. “A t all times courageous, bland, 
approachable, and  just, yet stern, fixed, and un 
w avering w hen his decision w as once formed, he 
not only acquired the respect, but com m anded the 
confidence of all w ith whom official business or p ri
vate relations brought him in contact."

W i l l i a m  J .  P e t e r s e n



Trailmaking on the Frontier
O n July 2, 1820, a small force of men set out 

from Council Bluff, N ebraska , to discover a p rac 
ticable route for traveling betw een that post and  
C am p C o ldw ater w hich had just been established 
a t the m outh of the St. P e te r’s (M inneso ta) River. 
Led by C aptain  M atth ew  J. M agee  of the rifle 
regim ent, the p a rty  consisted of fifteen soldiers, 
four servants, an Indian guide, his squaw  and  
papoose, eight mules, and  seven horses. C aptain  
M agee  w as assisted  by L ieutenant A ndrew  T a l-  
cott of the engineers. A ccom panying the expedi
tion unofficially w ere C aptain  S tephen W a tts  
K earny  of the Second In fan try , L ieutenant-C olo 
nel W illoughby  M organ  and L ieutenant C harles 
P en tland  of the rifle regim ent, and  another junior 
officer.

D escending the M issouri R iver to M anuel L isa’s 
post, the expedition crossed and encam ped on the 
east bank of the Boyer R iver a mile from its mouth. 
T h e  w eather w as so storm y that the men found it 
difficult to m anage the boat during their crossing 
of the M issouri. A terrific rain storm accom panied 
by thunder and  lightning m ade the first n ight in 
the Iow a country  extrem ely unpleasant.

O n the following m orning the com pany began
10
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its m arch up the Boyer V alley . O n the righ t 
stretched a high broken bluff, while well tim bered, 
gently swelling hills lay beyond the broad ravine 
on the left. By one o'clock the ravine w as crossed 
and the party  halted to “ feed” on a deer that one 
of the men had shot. N igh t found them encam ped 
in the vicinity of the present site of Logan, having 
gone about fifteen miles tha t day.

A t six o ’clock on the m orning of the F ourth  of 
July, the party  left camp. F o r tw elve miles they 
trailed over rolling prairies, up the valley of the 
Boyer R iver to a point near w here W o odb ine  is 
now  located, which they reached shortly  a fte r 
noon. A fter proceeding eight miles fa rther they 
halted near the site of D unlap in northeastern  
H arrison C ounty. “T his day  being the anniver
sary  of our Independence,” w rote K earny in his 
journal, “w e celebrated it, to the ex ten t of our 
means; an ex tra  gill of w hiskey w as issued to each 
man, & w e m ade our dinner on pork & biscuit & 
d rank  to the memory of our forefathers in a mint 
julup

T he next morning K earny found to his chagrin 
that the heavy dew s which fell in w estern  Iowa 
left his blankets “as w et as if they had been throw n 
into the river.” By seven o ’clock, however, the 
troop w as on its w ay. K earny, being in advance of 
the party, rode to the top of a high bluff w here he 
w as “attacked by a swarm  of small w asps, w ith 
yellow w ings & very small heads & not being dis-
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posed to contest the point, for the dominion of that 
tract, of w hich they  w ere the previous Inhabi
ta n ts ,” he beat a hasty  re trea t but not before he 
w as severely stung by several of the insects.

T h e  Boyer R iver w as forded near the present 
site of D ow  C ity  from w hence the route led n o rth 
w ard  over a “continuation of very  high, broken 
hills, w ith no timber, & but indifferent soil.” T h a t 
evening they halted on a small creek a fte r having 
travelled tw enty-one miles. T h e  night w as cool 
and  K earny  found three b lankets “by no means 
uncom fortable,” but sw arm s of m osquitoes proved 
very  troublesom e despite L ieutenant T a lc o tt’s 
“m osquito n e t .”

Soon a fte r seven o ’clock the next m orning the 
expedition w as again  ascending and descending 
high hills w ith no indication of timber —  not even 
a single tree. T h e  dull m onotony of the landscape 
w as “occasionally in terrup ted  by the feats of 
H orsem anship  d isplayed by our squaw , & the a f 
fection & ga llan try  shew n tow ard  her & her P a 
poose (an  in fan t of but F our m onths o ld) by the 
Indian G uide.” F our of the soldiers pursued un
successfully a “gang o f e lk” tha t had been ob
served a mile from camp near the present site of 
O debolt.

T h e  scarcity  of timber caused C aptain  M agee to 
set out a t 4 o ’clock in the m orning of July 7th and 
m arch ten miles along w hat is now  the boundary  of 
Sac and Ida counties before halting for breakfast.
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M any  elk w ere seen as the troopers rounded the 
headw aters of the Soldier River.

C aptain  K earny rode a mile eastw ard  the next 
morning to view the circular m ound of the Sioux 
chief, Red H aw k. W ild  game w as abundant. 
M any  elk w ere seen during the day  but no one w as 
able to approach near enough to shoot. A t noon a 
large bull buffalo w as sighted and a num ber set out 
in pursuit. R iding the fleetest horse, C aptain  
K earny fired three pistol balls into him a t a range 
of ten feet. T h e  chase continued for tw o miles 
when two more shots brought the m ighty beast 
down. ‘ H e is very large, & w ould w eigh a thou
sand w eigh t,” w rote the tw enty-six  year old cap 
tain proudly in his journal. “Sent back four mules 
to bring up the buffaloe, which some men have 
been left to butcher.” H aving come to some tim
ber, they decided to encam p for they had traveled 
fifty-nine miles w ithout the use of wood, and w ith 
the exception of a single hill, w ithout sight of 
any. A fter feasting that evening, K earny w as 
convinced tha t bison m eat w as far preferable to 
our common beef.”

T he  following morning the squaw  w as very sick 
in consequence of eating too greedily of the Buf
faloe.” Cam p had been pitched in latitude 42° 58', 
probably about three miles w est of w here Peterson 
is now located. T here  they rem ained until four 
o clock in order to “ jerk” the fresh m eat before 
marching four miles farther to encamp near the site
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of w h at is now  Linn G rove on a little creek they  
christened “M a ry 's  S trea m / ’ D uring  the n ight it 
rained and  the m osquitoes proved to be so “exces
sively annoying as alm ost to exhaust our pa 
tien ce /'

In his journal for July 10th, K earny  noted  “ high 
hills, well covered w ith g ran ite  and  limestone, & 
the scattered  groves of box a ld e r / ’ H e noticed “a 
gang of about 200 she elks, but they w ere too much 
alarm ed, a t our appearance, to suffer us to a p 
proach nearer than  400 y ard s  to th e m /’ In the 
summer “the m ales and  fem ales run se p a ra te ly /’ 
he observed, “<S the form er shew, by far, much 
m ore curiosity, for they  frequently  come within 
150 yards, to discover w hat w e a r e / ’ H e also saw  
“some w olves & sand  cranes, and  crossed tw o or 
th ree of the Sioux trails, none, however, lately 
traveled; reached a fine su lphur spring, strongly  
im pregnated, & halted for our d in n e r /’ In a driv 
ing rain w hich did not subside until daybreak  the 
men pitched camp a t a spot now  in southeastern  
C lay  C ounty. T h e  line of m arch that day  had 
been alm ost due east because of the Indian guide s 
reluctance to cross the Little Sioux which had sud 
denly  risen several feet.

Scattering  stones of limestone, granite, and 
quartz  w ere observed on July 11th as the expedi
tion traveled over level prairie country. Ever alert 
to the p lant and  anim al life about him, C aptain 
K earny saw  “a large drove of Buffaloe to our left,



probably 5 thousand ,” but did not m olest them. 
Presently , however, they “ fell upon a drove of 
about 100, to which several of us gave chase, & 
out of which a yearling  w as obtained, a fte r a half 
mile chase.” T he  main p arty  w as overtaken at 
“ Elk L ake” (probably  Lost Island L ake).

R efreshed by a n igh t's  sleep, C aptain  M agee 
ordered the expedition to set out a t six o 'clock in a 
northeasterly  direction. P resen tly  they came to the 
W e s t F ork  of the D es M oines R iver and  forded 
w ithout much difficulty near the present site of 
Em m etsburg. “A bout ten leagues [30 miles] to 
the N . W e s t of our crossing p lace,” K earny  re 
lates, “ is Spirit Lake, a t the H ead  of Sioux river, 
respecting which the Indians have a curious trad i
tion.” D inner w as eaten on M edium  Lake, a fte r 
which the explorers continued ten miles over a 

low, wet, & m arshy” prairie, halting for the night 
on one of the num erous creeks em ptying into the 
E ast F ork  of the D es M oines.

T h e  next m orning they crossed the creek and 
ascended high prairies over which m any large 
granite boulders and other stones w ere scattered. 
A bout noon they came to a m arsh from which 
fresh w ater w as obtained for dinner. “W h en  
about to proceed,” C aptain  K earny relates, they 

saw  a drove of 100 Buffaloe passing from N . to 
South a half mile in our rear. In the afternoon 
crossed m any of their trails, & continuing our 
course nearly  E ast, reached a t Sun dow n an old
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bed of a river w ith  high banks, about a Q u a rte r  or 
half a mile w ide, w hich w ith  a little difficulty we 
crossed; the w ate r & mire being occasionally belly  
d eep , to our horses and  m ules.” T h a t evening, on 
a small stream  w hich the guide declared to be the 
Little Blue E arth  River, they  spent the better part 
of tw o hours w ard ing  off the vicious and  persistent 
assau lts  of sw arm s of m osquitoes.

A sou theasterly  course w as taken the next 
m orning and  a fte r traveling eighteen miles Lieu
tenan t T a lco tt found their camp to be located in 
43 7' north  latitude. T h is  w as probably in the
vicinity of the present site of Britt. S teering no rth 
eastw ard  again  th rough  prairies of “indifferent 
soil,” C aptain  M agee  led his expedition betw een 
tw o extensive groves of timber. A buffalo cow 
w eighing four hundred  pounds w as killed. T h e  
fresh m eat w as m ost welcome, for the “ jerked 
b eef” had spoiled and it w as accordingly  left be
hind for the wolves. M an y  rattlesnakes w ere seen 
and  heard  during the day  but the Indian guide 
held little fear of them. Cam p w as pitched in the 
present vicinity of F o rest C ity.

Sunday, July 16th, w as “Sunshiny,” and a 
cheery a ttitude prevailed am ong the men as they 
w aded  Lime C reek and took a northerly  course 
over gently  rolling prairies. O nce they crossed a 
fresh trail over which a dozen Indians had passed 
the previous day. F o r several days C aptain M agee 
had been doubtful of his Indian guide’s ability to
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lead them to the St. P e te r’s River. H e often con
ferred w ith M organ , K earny, and  T a lco tt and  
sometimes refused to heed the In d ian ’s advice. 
A ccording to K earny, the guide w as “chagrined 6  
mortified a t his own ignorance, & his squaw  this 
evening w as seen w eeping, most piteously, & no 
doubt th ro ’ fear least, as her Lord & M a ster  has 
failed in his pledge of conducting us in a direct 
route to our point of destination, w e should play  
Indian  w ith him, viz. sacrifice him on the a lta r of 
his ignorance; A T in  of soup from our mess to the 
squaw  quieted her apprehension & some kind 
w ords satisfied the Indians & they once more retired 
to their rest, apparen tly  in good hum or & sp irits.” 
T his w as the last day  the expedition cam ped in 
Iowa, the exact location being in latitude 43° 29' 
about w here N orthw ood is now  situated.

O ver low m arshy ground, through scattering 
stretches of oak and underbrush, across w ide ra 
vines, C aptain  M agee pressed on vainly seeking 
to find the St. P e te r’s River. E arly  in the morning 
of July 18th they reached a river ”20 yards wide, 
knee deep, w ith stony bottom, and  running from 
N . to South  w ith a current of a mile & a half an 
hour, & the handsom est stream  of w ater w e have 
seen, since w e left the B ow yer.” T h e  Indian guide 
thought it w as the St. P e te r’s but it w as probably 
the C edar near the site of A ustin, M innesota.

T h e  provisions w ere alm ost exhausted. A  party  
of four w as sent out in search of wild game but
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re tu rned  from an unsuccessful all day  hunt. 
G loom ily the men retired  to be aw akened  for the 
m arch a t five o ’clock the following m orning. 
W e a ry  and  footsore they  trudged  for th irty-one 
miles over prairie and  th rough w oodlands. N igh t 
found them encam ped near the present site of 
R ochester, M inneso ta , “w ithout wood, or w ater, & 
tho supperless, & shelterless,” they  w ere all “soon 
lost in quiet repose .”

T h a t n igh t it sprinkled but C aptain  M agee had 
his men on the m arch by four o ’clock. F o r two 
miles they p lodded over a rough country  w et w ith 
the early  m orning dew  and  the rain of the previous 
night. T h ey  halted  on the banks of a “handsom e 
stream , 12 y ard s w ide, sandy  bottom , & 2 or 3 feet 
deep, for the purpose of cooking & ea ting .” W ith  
unconcealed reg re t K earny  jo tted  dow n tha t “we 
here took a farew ell meal on the last of our pork & 
b read ,” though a  little parched corn w as still p re 
served. T h ey  w ere encam ped on a stream  which 
K earny  described as “well bordered  by oak, pine, 
w hite ash, & slippery elm .” T h is  w as probably the 
Zum bro River in the neighborhood of Zum bro 
Falls, M innesota, for L ieutenant T alco tt found the 
latitude to be 44° 18'.

A t noon the nex t day  they  halted for rest w ith 
out w ater. By tw o o ’clock they  w ere again on the 
m arch. T h e  officers uneasy, the men desperately  
in need of food, w ater, and  rest, it w as probably 
w ith no little joy th a t K earny  chronicled their ar-

\



rival a t a  “small drain  of w ater, & having lately 
suffered much inconvenience from the w an t of it, 
we here filled our canteens 6  kegs.“ T w o  deer 
constituted the only game they had seen for sev
eral days, except geese and  “m any P rairie  hens, 
but being arm ed only w ith rifles, & these hens not 
to be discovered in the grass, & only w hen flying,” 
they w ere not able to shoot any. A bout four in the 
afternoon “w hen every one of the p arty  w as much 
fatigued w ith traveling, 6  alm ost exhausted  by a 
scorching sun & em pty stom achs,” they saw  the 
M ississippi river from a high ridge and, “w ith 
light hearts & quick steps,” they  “soon reached its 
w a te r.”

From  some Sioux Indians they learned tha t they 
w ere a t Lake Pepin. H aving obtained some provi
sions from a boat across the river, it w as unneces
sary  to butcher one of the mules, w hich the ex
plorers would have done tha t evening, “a selection 
having been m ade” and  their “appetites perfectly  
p repared .”

A Sioux Indian guide w as secured the next day  
and, striking out into some beautiful little valleys, 
they reached R ed W in g ’s village up the M issis
sippi by sundow n. D uring the day  K earny noted 
m any pheasants, the first he had encountered since 
crossing the A llegheny M ountains. G rea t num 
bers of pigeons w hirred  about overhead and  sev
eral w ere shot.

Red W in g , battle-scarred , proud, but friendly
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to the A m ericans, cord ially  invited the soldiers to 
encam p in his village. A ccording to K earny, “some 
excuse w as offered for our declining, on w hich oc
casion he w as much chagrined  & mortified, & ex 
pressing it to us & add ing  tha t no A m erican had 
ever before shunned him, w e accepted his invita
tion, & encam ped near his W ig  W am s;  a fte r which 
the officers w ere invited by  him to a feast & seating 
ourselves alongside of him, his squaw  handed each 
of us a bason of venison, boiled up with parched 
corn w hich w e found exceedingly pa la tab le .“ 
A fter eating heartily  “w e then re tu rned  to our 
camp, & w ere follow ed shortly  a fte r by him, ac 
com panied by his squaw , bringing fish & a deer 
head. W e  gave him w hisky & tea & making him a 
present of some tobacco, he retired , & we w ent to 
r e s t / '

A lthough they  w ere nearing their goal, the tem 
pestuous w eather together w ith the “buzzing & 
stinging of the m osquitoes“ served to prevent 
m any of the men from securing proper rest. D e
spite this handicap, how ever, they reached the fort 
a t the m outh of the St. P e te r 's  on July 25th in time 
for b reakfast. T h e re  they  w ere hospitably re 
ceived by Colonel H en ry  Leavenw orth and his 
w ife w ho “w ere a little astonished a t the sight of 
us, w e having been the F irs t W h ite s  tha t ever 
crossed a t such a d istance from the M issouri to the 
M ississippi river.“

“T h e  O bject of the exploring party  which I
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have accom panied,” w rote C ap tain  K earny, “be
ing to discover a practicable route for trave ling” 
betw een Council Bluff and Cam p C oldw ater w as 
counted a failure, for the course of their m arch he 
considered “not, in the least, ad ap ted  for tha t pu r
pose.” Possibly the hardsh ips so recently  experi
enced served to prejudice his opinion, but his rea 
sons w ere stated  em phatically. “O u r circuitous & 
w avering route (w hich is to be a ttrib u ted  to the 
G uide’s advice, being in direct contradiction to our 
opinion, & w e being occasionally guided by  the 
one, & then by the o th e r ) ; the immense P rairies we 
have crossed; the w an t of timber, w hich w e for 
several days a t a time experienced; the little w ater 
that in some parts w ere to be found; the high & 
precipitous M ountains & hills th a t w e climbed 
over, render that road  im practicable & alm ost im
passable, for more than very small bodies. A very 
great portion of the country  in the neighborhood of 
our route could be of no other object (a t any  time) 
to our gov’t in the acquisition of it, than  the expul
sion of the savages from it, & the driving them 
nearer to the N . W e s t , & the Pacific for the dis
advantages (as above) will forever prevent its 
supporting more than a thinly scattered  popula
tion. T h e  soil generally w e found good, but bears 
no comparison to tha t I saw  betw een Chariton &
C. b : 9

F or three days following their arrival a t Camp 
C oldw ater the w eary  men rested. T h e  Falls of St.
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A nthony  did not strike K earny  as being as “m a
jestic & g ra n d “ as he had been induced to believe 
by o ther travelers. O ne  d ay  they  shot a t some 
geese, an d  la ter fished w ith  “g rea t success” for 
several hours. July 28th w as spent in inspecting 
the site upon w hich F o rt Snelling w as later erec t
ed.

It w as nine o ’clock on the m orning of July 29th 
w hen the p a rty  em barked for St. Louis. M anned  
by tw elve pow erful oarsm en, their th irty-ton  boat 
sped sw iftly  dow n the M ississippi. A  thick fog 
b lanketed  the M ississippi the next m orning when 
they w eighed anchor a t four o ’clock at the mouth 
of the St. C roix. By noon they entered Lake 
Pepin, an expansion of the M ississippi tw enty-tw o 
miles long and from one to three miles broad, 
w hich K earny  considered “very dangerous to nav 
ig a te” because its w aters  w ere disturbed by the 
slightest w ind. T h e y  did not reach the foot of the 
lake until eleven th a t n igh t and  then anchored in 
m id-stream .

A t the foot of “ P rairie  Le A isle” (W in o n a ) , 
they visited W a b a s h a ’s lodge. In a fluent speech 
accom panied by “graceful gestu res,” W a b a sh a  
declared he “did not relish the idea of the W h ite s  
being on the river above him.” N igh t found them 
anchored near the site of T rem pealeau, W isco n 
sin.

S andbars delayed their progress on the follow
ing day, but a t nine o’clock tha t n ight they w ere at



the mouth of the U pper Iow a River and w ere pass
ing along the eastern  border of Iowa. Seven hours 
later they d rifted  by the m outh of the Y ellow  River 
and  arrived  a t P rairie  du Chien on A ugust 2nd. 
F or tw o days they strolled about F o rt C raw ford  
and the village. O ne evening K earny  visited some 
“ W ig  W a rn s '' and  found a very p re tty  squaw  w ho 

fell into fits” during his visit.

H aving traded  their heavy boat for a lighter one 
w ith 6 oarsm en,” they left P rairie  du Chien and 

sped by the T u rkey  River, below which they saw  a 
deserted  Sioux village of tw enty  lodges on the east 
bank. T h ey  saw  “m any Pelicans, which a t a dis
tance make a very handsom e shew .” H aving no 

cabouse” (open air cooking oven ), they  put to 
under a high bluff on the Iow a side near the pres
ent site of W au p e to n  to prepare supper. All ef
forts to gig some fish” proved unavailing.

T h e  next day  they stopped a t a settlem ent of 
traders opposite a 'F o x  village' of 17 lodges, & 
100 Inhab itan ts” w here they found Dr. Samuel C. 
M uir w ith his squaw  and  two children. O n a high 
bluff nearby they saw  a small building enclosing 
the rem ains of Julien D ubuque w hose mines w ere 
then being w orked by five or six Indians. A t night 
they camped on a sandy  beach now  designated as 
Sand Prairie opposite Bellevue, w here they 

caught the largest E el” K earny ever saw.
O n A ugust 6th, against a “strong head w ind ,” 

they pressed on. K earny saw  “on the W . shore
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several deserted  Lodges, & near them a furnace, 
w here the F o x es’ run their Lead, they  having 
mines in this vicinity —  S hortly  a fte rw ard s  passed 
the m outh of the ‘ W ap ib is in ek aw ’ [W apsip in i- 
con ], about 150 y a rd s  w ide, & flowing in to the 
M ississippi from the W e s t .” T h e  soil in this re 
gion “is clay & the P ra irie  Bottom s are extending 
a mile from it, bounded by high hills well covered 
w ith timber, & shew ing m any beautiful situations 
for F arm s & B uild ings.”

K earny  saw  a F ox  village of nineteen lodges 
near the site of the present tow n of Princeton. 
F ive miles below  they  came to the head of the 
Rock R apids w hich they  descended w ith “ little 
difficulty.” T h ey  reached F o rt A rm strong shortly 
a fte r noon, having been “much opposed by strong 
H ead  w inds, & a severe rain, w hich increased the 
difficulty of navigation thro ' the Rapids, the cur
ren t of w hich how ever w e did not find more than 
5 nots per h o u r / '

“H aving  purchased, for Six bottles of whiskey, 
a C anoe, 25 feet long, & 2 b ro ad ,” K earny left 
F o rt A rm strong a t six o ’clock on the m orning of 
A ugust 10th w ith L ieutenant-C olonel M organ, 
L ieutenant P en tland , and  tw o w aiters. T h e ir light 
canoe danced  gaily dow nstream  and a t sundow n 
they encam ped a few  miles below  “ Prairie [M u s
catine] Is lan d ” near w hat is now  P ort Louisa.

It required tw o days to reach F o rt E dw ards. 
A lthough torm ented by m osquitoes during the
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night and  sw eltering under the intense rays of the 
sun during the day, K earny  did not fail to make 
note of the “A y au w a“ (Io w a) and  “ Pole c a t” 
(S kunk) rivers flowing into the M ississippi from 
the w est. H e described “ F lin t H ill“ (B urling ton) 
as a bluff six miles long and  about one hundred 
feet high. T h e  rem ains of “nine chimneys, & some 
Pickets, & scattering stones“ m arked the site of 
old F o rt M adison. A t sundow n they started  the 
descent of the D es M oines R apids and arrived at 
F o rt E dw ards a t m idnight. T h ere  they found a 
lieutenant and  tw enty  men stationed to guard  
against hostile Indians.

4§

W h en  K earny left F o rt E d w ard s on A ugust 
15th he had recorded in his journal a description of 
three hundred  and tw enty  miles of the eastern  bor
der of Iow a as well as four hundred  miles of prai
rie country betw een Council Bluff on the M issouri 
River and the Falls of St. A nthony. A ltogether he 
had bounded the Iowa country  on three sides. H is 
vivid account of conditions in hitherto unexplored 
regions and along the M ississippi is one of the 
most valuable contributions to the early  history of 
Iowa.

A t the mouth of the D es M oines River, K earny 
met the W estern  E ngineer , the first steam boat 
known to have ascended the M ississippi tha t far. 
T he  explorers boarded the steam boat, but sand 
bars m ade navigation so uncertain that a fte r pro 
gressing only fifteen miles in th irty  hours, they re-
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turned to their canoe. A t Louisiana, on A ugust 
17th, they boarded  a keelboat loaded w ith furs for 
St. Louis. F o r tw o days they moved slow ly dow n
stream  on this clumsy craft. A  little above A lton 
they again launched their canoe and  arrived  a t St. 
Louis a t five o ’clcok in the afternoon of A ugust 
19, 1820, tw enty-tw o days a fte r leaving Cam p 
C oldw ater and  forty-nine from the time the expe
dition set out from Council Bluff.

W illiam J. Petersen



Up the Missouri with Atkinson
T h e  levee a t St. Louis bustled  w ith activity  on 

the m orning of Septem ber 17, 1824. F our com pa
nies of the F irs t U n ited  S ta tes In fan try  com m and
ed by M ajo r S tephen W a tts  K earny  w ere pre
paring to leave on the keelboats M u sk ra t , M in k , 
Racoon, and  B eaver . T h ey  form ed a p art of the 
expedition which B rigad ier-G eneral H en ry  A tk in 
son w as leading to the upperm ost reaches of the 
M issouri R iver to m ake treaties w ith the various 
Indian tribes and  to open the entire country  for the 
A m erican fur trade. A lready  the leading fur cen
ter of the U nited  S tates, St. Louis w as deeply 
in terested  in the success of the expedition and a 
m otley gathering  of fur traders, trappers, and  voy- 
ageurs lined the shore.

T h e  keelboats, invented by G eneral A tkinson 
himself, w ere the subject of “m any rem arks and 
observations” since they constitu ted  an entirely 
new  m ethod of ascending the M issouri w ithout the 
assistance of oars. A ccording to a contem porary 
account: “T h e  m achinery consists of a shaft,
throw n across the centre of the boat, w ith a w ater 
wheel a t each end —  a five feet cog wheel in the 
centre of the shaft, and  put in motion by another
cog wheel, three feet four inches, resting on an
28



iron shaft, w hich supports a fly wheel a t one end, 
of eight feet in diam eter. T h e  fly and  small cog 
wheel are moved by a crank, projecting from an 
arm of the fly wheel, w ith tw o pitm ans, w hich are  
impelled by soldiers, seated on from eight to ten 
benches, four abreast, w ith a succession of cross 
bars before each bench, contained in a fram e that 
moves on slides, w ith a three foot stroke of the 
crank. T h e  men are  com fortably seated  under an 
aw ning, sheltered from the sun and  rain —  the 
labor much lighter than  row ing w ith a common oar, 
and the boats are  propelled w ith a velocity suffi
cient to stem the m ost rapid  curren t of the M is
souri.”

^ Hr

Finally  all w as in readiness and the last man 
scram bled aboard. M ajo r K earny barked out a 
sharp command and the curious c raft arched 
gracefully out into the current and  moved slowly 
up the M ississippi. T w o  miles below the mouth of 
the M issouri R iver the expedition halted for the 
night having gone sixteen miles.

A t daybreak  the bugle sounded. Shortly  a fte r 
sunrise the little fleet w as nosing its w ay  into the 
m uddy M issouri and a few hours later the boats 
reached Bellefontaine. T h ere  some of the freight 
of the heavily laden boats w as removed and “con
siderable Pork, whiskey, C om pany baggage, &c.” 
was put aboard. S ixty recruits w ere also d istrib 
uted among the crew s of the four boats.

St. C harles w as reached the following afternoon
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and  B rigad ier-G eneral H en ry  A tkinson came 
dow n to the levee w ith  S enato r T hom as H. Benton 
of M issouri to give M ajo r K earny  final in struc 
tions. Some difficulties had  a lready  been experi
enced w ith  the boats. It had  been found necessary  
to rea rran g e  the buckets of the B eaver  since they 
d ipped too deeply  into the w ater. A t St. C harles 
there w as fu rther delay  on account of the B eaver , 
and  the constan t com plaints of his officers led 
K earny  to take the head carpen ter along for a few 
days.

A s they  plied their w ay  up the M issouri, first 
one boat w as in the lead and  then another. R aces 
w ere frequent. O n  one occasion the B eaver  and  
M u sk ra t  collided breaking all the buckets of one 
wheel of the former. “T h ey  w ere replaced in 40 
m inutes, a fte r w hich there w as a long and  well 
contested  race betw een the B eaver & the M u skra t  
—  as well as betw een the Racoon & the M u skra t

T roub le  w ith  the m achinery, the presence of 
snags, saw yers, and  sandbars together w ith the 
ever-changing channel of the w inding M issouri, 
m ade progress exceedingly  slow. M oreover, w ind 
and  adverse  w eather conditions added  to the other 
hazards of navigation. O n  O ctober 18th they 
churned past the mouth of the N o d aw ay  River and 
three days la ter the N em aha. T h e  T ark io  w as 
seen on O ctober 22nd and  on the following eve
ning they tied up for the n ight on a small willow bar 
about ten miles above the N ishnabotna. A  solemn
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note pervaded the camp tha t d ay  for a t d inner 
T hom as of the R ecruits a ttached  to the M in k  w as

found D ead .” H e w as “buried w ith the honors of 
W a r .”

T h e  expedition w as a t last approaching the 
northern  boundary  of M issouri. A  brisk w ind pre
vented the boats from advancing more than  a half 
mile on O ctober 25th. D uring the following m orn
ing, however, the expedition unknow ingly passed 
the point tha t is now  on the southern boundary  of 
Iowa. Snow, sw iftly  moving ice, and  a stiff wind 
added  to the difficulties of navigation. A  lost hun t
er w as discovered “starving and  w orn ou t.” A fter 
passing W eep ing  W a te r  C reek and the mouth of 
the P la tte  River they came to “Pilchers T rad in g  
house” w here K earny observed m any “O tto es .”

A n accident to one of the keelboats usually 
held up all the others. A ccording to K earny’s 
journal, the “M in k  having for the last w eek or 
two, kept so far in the Rear, we, a fte r b reakfast 
sent her 24 men, 8 from each of the other boats, & 
sent as m any of hers to them in order to ascertain 
w hether her slow proceeding w as caused from the 
lazyiness of her crew, or the Boats fau lt.” E arly  
in the afternoon “W e lls  of Com py B. fell over
board from the M u skra t  (w here he had been sent) 
& w as immediately d row ned .’’

T h e  presence of m any m ilitary officers a t ‘7?o- 
bideaus T rad ing  house” w as an indication that the 
voyagers w ere nearing their destination. A bout

r
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sunset they  passed the m outh of the Boyer R iver 
an d  m ade their first cam p on Iow a soil. D aybreak , 
and  the four boats w ere again  on their w ay. M a n 
uel L isa’s old trad ing  post an d  the E ngineers C an 
tonm ent w ere noted  tha t m orning and  a t one 
o ’clock in the afternoon  of N ovem ber 2, 1824, the 
R acoon , B eaver, and  M u sk ra t  reached Council 
Bluff. T h e  M in k  came up a few  hours later, hav 
ing been re ta rd ed  w hen her ru d d er w as lost.

It had taken tw enty-six  days to reach the pres
ent site of K ansas C ity  and  forty-seven days to 
m ake the entire journey  of alm ost seven hundred  
miles from St. Louis to Council Bluff. M eanw hile 
one m an had died, ano ther had drow ned, an d  a 
th ird  had cut his throat, not to mention the recruit 
w ho had  been put in jail a t Booneville for stealing 
cabbages. D esertions w ere frequent, especially 
am ong the volunteers, but m any w ere captured  
and  brought back.

W in te r  quarters w ere established a t Council 
Bluff and  for six m onths the d rudgery  of m ilitary 
life a t a frontier post held little sparkle for either 
officers or men. O n M ay  16, 1825, a fte r m any de
lays, K earny  left Council Bluff w ith the F irst 
LInited S tates In fan try  aboard  the B eaver , O tter , 
and  M u skra t. T h e  Sixth In fan try  w as assigned to 
the E lk , B uff aloe, W h ite  Bear, and  Racoon. G en 
eral A tkinson, Indian A gen t Benjamin O ’Fallon, 
and five o ther commissioners w ere aboard  the 
M in k . N igh t found the expedition encam ped on
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the Iow a side of the river about eleven miles above 
Council Bluff.

S trong currents and hard  w inds re ta rded  the 
speed of the flotilla as it proceeded upstream  past 
Soldier River. O n M ay  19th, K earny jo tted dow n 
the following: “ P u t off a t daybreak, crossed the 
River and  overtook the o ther Boats —  met with 
much strong w ater, & d rift w ood —  stopt on the 
left bank, for b reakfast —  the O tter  a fte r having 
crossed sw ung & instead of the 2nd boat in ad - 
vance, became the last —  on her next attem pt she 
struck, so hard against the bank, as to move for 
four inches, the shaft, & to shake her m achinery —  
after being repaired, she started  about 12 & a fte r 
doubling a difficult point, the men being on the 
cordell, her bridle broke, & her m ast snap t in two, 
near the deck; the Boats of the 6th. Infy. w ith the 
Genl. [A tkinson] had left us, while w e w ere re 
pairing the O tters  m achinery —  w rote to the 
Genl. informing him, of our accident, & the car
penters w ent into the w oods cut dow n a cotton 
tree, & commenced a new  m ast.“

K earny 's difficulties w ere innum erable. Lieuten
ant W illiam  L. H arris  of the F irst Infan try , “hav
ing been missing since y este rd ay “ w as counted as 
lost in the w oods and two hunters w ere sent in pur
suit of him. T h e  M u skra t w as left behind with 
directions to fire her swivel occasionally in the 
hope of attracting  his attention.

As they proceeded upstream  the stage of the
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river becam e low er and  the men found it much 
easier to navigate. A t noon some of the parties 
tha t had  been sent in search of L ieutenant H arris  
re tu rned  w ithout finding a trace of him. N ig h t w as 
spent near the “old M a h a  v illage” no t far from 
B lackbird H ill nam ed in honor of the celebrated 
O m aha chief buried on the summit. Five good 
hunters w ere sent in search of the missing lieuten
an t on M ay  26th w ith instructions to re tu rn  to the 
place w here he left the boat and  to “use all pos
sible endeavors to find him .” A n early  start, 
coupled w ith a strong, fair w ind advanced  the ex 
pedition tw enty  miles and  it halted for the n ight on 
the Iow a bank tw o miles above “F lo yd s B lu ffs , & 
R iver.” A s K earny  and  his men w ere about to re 
tire, they  “w ere hailed from the opposite shore, 
sent a small boat over, & found L ieu t. H arris  n ea r
ly w orn out/*

T h e  following d ay  they ran  up to the mouth of 
the Big Sioux R iver and  rem ained there for the 
rest of the d ay  aw aiting G eneral A tk inson 's a r 
rival w ith the S ixth In fan try . S trong “head w inds 
& cu rran ts” rendered  navigation so difficult that 
they m ade bu t one mile on M ay  28th. A t d ay 
break, how ever, they  departed  w ith a fair w ind 
and  padd led  tw en ty -tw o  miles, halting a t dark  
near the “Iow a  R iver” ( A ow a C reek) near Ponca, 
N ebraska.

By that time the expedition w as well out of the 
Iow a country. A dvancing steadily  past the W h ite
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Stone River, C halk  Bluff, and  C alum et Bluffs, the 
troops arrived  a t the " P une ah V illage  ' a t the 
mouth of “ W h ite  P aint C reek"  on June 8th, w here 
they held a council and  m ade a treaty . O n up the 
M issouri R iver the strange fleet proceeded. W h e r 
ever A tkinson found an Indian village he stopped 
and m ade a treaty . By A ugust 24th, the expedi
tion had gone one hundred  and  tw enty  miles above 
the Y ellow stone River.

Failing to m eet either the B lackfoot or A ssini- 
boine nations they turned  back, “each Boats crew, 
giving 3 hearty  cheers." A t the m outh of the Y el
lowstone, G eneral W illiam  A shley and  his party  
of tw enty-tw o traders joined them w ith several 
boatloads of pelts which they had brought across 
the  Rocky M ountains. It w as A ugust 27, 1825, 
w hen the combined parties set out from the Y el
lowstone.

W ild  game w as abundan t throughout the jour
ney up and dow n the M issouri. O ne day  they en
countered a herd of elk and killed about a dozen. 
O n another occasion “a t Sundow n a Buffaloe Bull 
tha t had been chased from the hills entered our 
cam p & w as killed, d irectly  alongside, one of our 
Boats." K earny noted in his journal the presence 
of deer, buffalo, elk, bear, big horn sheep, ducks, 
turkeys, pigeons, and  other w ild animal life. O n 
one day  as they w ere approaching the Big Sioux 
seven black bears w ere seen and five of them shot. 
Game, together w ith fish, form ed a hearty  diet for
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bronzed soldiers w hose hands had  become cal
loused and  w hose m uscles w ere as hard  as rope. 
It w as a strenuous life indeed.

A fte r encountering m any snags in the strong 
cu rren t of the M issouri, one of w hich w recked the 
M u sk ra t  alm ost beyond repair, K earny  nosed his 
fleet onto the Iow a shore a t the m outh of the Big 
Sioux. Some passing boats had supplied them w ith 
new spapers and  the crew  of the keelboat E lk  
b rought in seven elk tha t they  had shot. T h e  juicy 
venison m ust have been doubly appreciated  as the 
men read  or listened to the new s of the w orld from 
which they had been absen t a year, lacking only 
tw o days.

T h e  following m orning, on Septem ber 16, 1825, 
they  continued dow n the M issouri past the old 
O m aha village and  B lackbird Hill and stopped at 
sundow n on a high sand bar on the Iow a side. 
T h roughou t the day  K earny  saw  geese, ducks, and 
turkeys in abundance.

O n Septem ber 19, 1825, the expedition reached 
Council Bluff, one hundred  and  tw enty-five days 
a fte r they had departed . A ccording to K earny 
they had “ traveled above 2700 miles —  m ade sev
eral stops —  T rea ted  w ith all the Indians, on that 
part of the R iver —  met w ith no serious accident, 
excepting tha t of the M u sk ra t , which w as shortly  
repaired  —  & all re tu rned  in good health —  no 
lives having been lost.”

A few days a fte r their arrival, M ajo r K earny
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w as ordered  to remain a t Council Bluff aw aiting 
directions from the governm ent. T h e  cantonm ent 
of F o rt A tkinson not being large enough for all the 
troops of the F irst In fan try . K earny determ ined to 
“build huts for w intering Q u arte rs  near the Lime 
Kiln  ' and  4 ‘accordingly  started  a t half past 3 P. M . 
& reached the Kiln, a t 5 .“ T h ere  he cam ped “on a 
handsom e table Land, on the R ight bank about 8 
miles, (by  w ate r) below F ort A tk inson” and “built 
CanJ  Barbour, in less than 4 weeks, spacious & 
com fortable Q u arte rs  S tore H ouses &c for the 4 
Companies, rafting  all our Logs across the M is
souri, & saw ing the P lank by h an d .”

O n M ay  1, 1826, M ajo r K earny received an 
order to return  dow n the M issouri to Bellefontaine 
with his command. A t eight o'clock the following 
morning he departed  in the “E lk, W h ite  Bear & 
M uskra t T ran sp o rt B oats.” T h e  M issouri w as a 
mad, swirling to rren t and rough w eather m ade 
navigation extrem ely dangerous. T h e  “wind blow 
ing strong from the South & the W av es  running 
tolerable h igh ,” the E lk  came “very near being 
lost” near Lisa's post w hen she sprang a leak and 
for a few moments leaned to the starboard  so much 
as to “have the running board, considerable under 
w ater & shipping some of it.”

H igh w ater, hard w inds, and various mishaps 
continued to delay the detachm ent as they passed 
the N ishnabotna. O n M ay  5th the “W h ite  Bear 
fell into an E ddy  which turned her around like a
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top, her larboard  side, bent over, she shipped con
siderable w ater, 6  w as in much d an g er of being 
lost.” O ne  of the men w as “bitten by a Pilot S n a ke  
& several of these, & the R a ttle  S n a kes , w ere d is
covered & k illed .”

D espite  such incidents, how ever, they  continued 
dow n the M issouri much m ore rap id ly  than  they  
had ascended m ore than  a year and  a half before. 
A t daw n on M ay  10, 1826, they  set out on the last 
stage of the epochal journey, passed  St. C harles, 
and  arrived  a t B ellefontaine a t seven o ’clock the 
same m orning. K earny  found th a t cantonm ent in a 
“very  decayed s ta te ” but, being more com fortable 
than  tents, moved into it. T h ere  he rem ained until 
July 10th, w hen he moved dow n the M ississippi to 
a point four miles below  C arondele t and  began the 
erection of Jefferson B arracks.

W illiam J. Petersen



Across the Prairies of Iowa
In the fall of 1834, following a d ragoon expedi

tion across the plains of the Southw est, L ieutenant- 
Colonel S tephen W a tts  K earny w as ordered  to 
march from F o rt G ibson, A rkansas, and establish 
w inter quarters near the site of Louis H onoré T es- 
son’s apple orchard  a t the head of the D es M oines 
Rapids. U pon his arrival K earny w as chagrined 
to find no shelter for his tired horses and troops.

T he  quarters for the officers and  soldiers are not 
as far advanced as I had expected ,” he w rote w ith 
characteristic bluntness, “and  not a log is laid for 
stables for our horses. W e  shall on the 28th go to 
work w ith all our disposable forces, and I hope by 
the close of next m onth w e m ay complete the build 
ings, tho ’ they will be less com fortable and of 
meaner appearance, than  those occupied by any  
other portion of the A rm y.”

A bitter cold w inter caused K earny to complain 
frequently about the “uncom fortable quarters and 
the inadequate supplies.” But spring finally came 
and w ith it orders for a summer cam paign. K earny 
was instructed to proceed up the D es M oines R iv
er to the Raccoon F ork  w ith Com panies B, H , and 
L for the purpose of examining that vicinity as a 
suitable place for a m ilitary post. From  there he

39
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w as to m arch to W a b a s h a ’s village on the M issis
sippi and  thence w estw ard  to the headw aters of 
the D es M oines, re tu rn ing  to his post along the 
righ t bank of tha t stream . It w as expected that the 
expedition w ould prove discip linary  and  instruc
tive to the soldiers w eary  of barracks life, as well 
as productive of valuable inform ation about the 
in terior of Iowa.

T h e  detachm ent of d ragoons began the eleven- 
hundred-m ile m arch on June 7, 1835. Six or seven 
Indians joined them a t “ K eokuk’s tow n ,’’ near the 
site of A gency, Iowa, and  F ran k  Labashure, a 
half-breed, w as secured as in terpreter. H eavy  
rains im peded their p rogress as the horses sank 
deep in the mud or floundered through boggy 
sloughs. “ M arched  16 miles over a m arshy P ra i
rie ,’’ w as the en try  for June 15th in the journal kept 
by an unknow n trooper. “ Encam ped on a d ry  
piece of land but a t n ight had a hard  storm of rain 
and  w ind accom panied w ith much thunder and 
lightning. W e  left O pponuse or Iw ay tow n [the 
present site of South O ttum w a] 6 miles to our left. 
Col. K earny  is very  mild and the command in good 
health and  spirits. So much rain renders m arching 
unpleasan t w e have to encam p each n ight in mud & 
w ater but still I am better contented than w hen in 
quarters. ”

A nother member of the expedition described the 
early  summer w eather as a “succession of rains, 
blows, and chills: and if the sun happen to shine,
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it does so gloomily, as if boding a coming storm. 
T he whole country  becomes sa tu ra ted  w ith w ater; 
the low lands are  overflowed; the stream s are  
swollen; and locomotion is rendered  difficult except 
by w a te r.”

Colonel K earny had been leading his men along 
the w atershed  which divides the D es M oines and 
Skunk rivers. By the time they had reached the 
present site of O skaloosa the w eather had changed 
and the dragoons found them selves traversing 
prairies “covered w ith straw berries” in such abun 
dance “as to make the w hole track red  for m iles.” 
M arching a t the rate  of about fifteen miles a day, 
the ripening of the straw berries coincided with 
their progress and  gave them “this luxury for 
m any weeks, increased by the incident of one of 
our beeves becoming a m ilker.”

W ild  game w as seen in abundance. T urkeys, 
grouse, ducks, and prairie chickens rose in alarm  
and took precipitate flight before this unwelcome 
invasion of the dragoons. In every stream  pike, 
pickerel, catfish, trout and m any other varieties of 
fish w ere found. D eer w as plentiful, while a bear 
or buffalo sometimes came within range.

H aving failed to strike the Raccoon Fork of the 
Des M oines, Colonel K earny turned his course 
northeastw ard  on June 22nd tow ard W a b a sh a ’s 
village. T heir supply of pork had given out and 
the dragoons w ere dependent upon the “chase & 
Beef of which there proved to be a great plenty.

ACROSS THE PRAIRIES OF IOWA
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“ N o t far from the head of Skunk (C h icaq u a) riv
er, in the m idst of an ocean of fine native grass, 
such as only Iow a p roduces,“ w rote L ieutenant 
A lbert M . Lea, “w e encountered  a small herd of 
buffalo, to w hich m any of us gave c h a s e /’ It w as 
the first time Lea had seen “ the lordly  beast in his 
hom e.” M ost of the d ay  w as spent in the chase 
and  that n igh t bison m eat w as plentiful in camp. 
A fte r L ea’s ten t w as pitched four ra ttle  snakes 
w ere killed w ithin it. T h e  nex t day  he had a bath  
in a pool, occupied by  m osquitoes so large tha t he 
pressed one in his journal, and  kept it for years as 
“a specimen of the luxurian t grow th of the p la in s / '

T h ree  hours w ere spent in crossing the “ Iw ay" 
River. C ontinuing their m arch over the rolling 
prairie, they passed  a “ soux F o r t” consisting of 
tw en ty  or th irty  holes large enough to contain five 
or six men and  dug in a circular form upon a small 
eminence w ith nothing for a barricade except the 
d irt dug from the holes. A  few days later the 
d ragoons killed several more buffalo.

W e a ry  and  sore from hard  riding, the dragoons 
crossed the present northern  boundary  of Iowa 
north  of the site of O sage. E very  hilltop presented 
an ever changing panoram a of 'high hills & deep 
V allies w ith here and there a fine cascade caused 
by the w ater of the P rairie  tum bling into the creeks 
below .” A s they  m arched through a deep vale 
they beheld on either side a “bed of rocks nigh 
1000 feet high forming a most aw ful appearance



43

showing the w ork of an A lm ighty hand in a re 
m arkable m anner.”

T h e  expedition rode only ten miles on the F ourth  
of July and  pitched camp near the M ississippi. A 
num ber of deserted  w igw am s surrounded by 

Patches of C orn Pum pions & b eans” w ere ob
served, while m any fine springs w ere seen “gush
ing from the hills in all d irections.” T h e  next day  
a trooper ascended one of the highest peaks, from 
whence he could “discern the broad w aters of the 
M ississippi & Lake pepin spotted  w ith here and 
there an Indian C anoe which from the eminence 
appeared  like dots upon a m irror.” T h ree  days 
later K earny m arched his men southw ard  to 
W a b a sh a ’s village near w here W in o n a  is now  
located.

K earny rem ained in this vicinity for twelve days, 
changing only now  and then to secure better pas
ture. Chief W a b a sh a  came into camp w ith his 
head men on July 19th and m ade a treaty . “W e  
have seen but few of the soux & those we have 
seen give us a poor idea of this tribe,” reports the 
journalist for that day. “T h ey  are m ostly a d irty  
thieving race living in the most abom inable filthy 
manner. T h e  Sacks on the con trary  are cleanly & 
decent in their appearance.” A search for m inerals 
revealed no “oar except Iron & O cher.” T h e  coun
try  w as “broken & m ountanious except a narrow  
strip of level land upon the M ississippi.” In all the 
valleys w ere “fine stream s of cold w ater filled with

ACROSS THE PRAIRIES OF IOWA
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fish of all k inds but the m ost num erous are the 
spotted  brook tro u t.” T ra d e  w as reported  to be 
“poor w ith these Ind ians on account of their pov
e rty .”

O n July 21, 1835, K earny  led his d ragoons 
hom ew ard th rough w hat is now  southern M inne
sota. A fte r crossing a branch of the “ Iw ay ,” prob
ab ly  the C edar River, he sudden ly  found his w ay  
blocked by a long lake stretching  as far as the eye 
could see from north  to south and  from one-half to 
th ree miles broad. “T h e  officers are  now  assem 
bled to concert m easures to get out of this diffi
cu lty ,” w ro te  the dragoon in his journal. “ In the 
m eantim e the men are  taking their rest in the shade 
their horses grazing beside them. N o  nam e is m en
tioned by G eographers for this lake. T h e  land 
about here is good. G rass  & herbage of all kinds 
in the highest natu ral state. G rass 8 ft high. O ne 
of our Indians killed a grey E ag le  on the lake 
shore. S igns of B eaver M u sk ra t and o tte r.” Late 
tha t afternoon K earny  succeeded in passing the 
outlet and the d ragoons rode on by “handsom e 
lakes” and  “rom antick” landscapes which exceed
ed in “beau ty  & fertility” any  country  thus far 
seen.

T h e  following day  K earny met a party  of Sioux 
w ho inform ed him tha t he w as on the w aters which 
em pty into the St. P e te r’s River. N o  nearer home 
than w hen encam ped a t W a b a s h a ’s village, K earny 
m ade a forced thirty-five mile m arch southw ard,
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probably along the course of the Blue E arth  River. 
T h a t n ight the tired dragoons encam ped on the 
open prairie in w hat is now  K ossuth county, “w ith 
out wood and  bad W a te r  & consequently  w ithout 
eating ." O ne of the w eary  men w rote they w ere 
“w andering about like half starved  w olves" and 
nobody seemed to know  in w hat direction to go.

F o r eight days they rode sou thw ard  through 
rich prairies in terspersed  w ith lakes and  groves. 
T he  w eather w as w arm  but not excessively hot.

D uring this season," declared L ieutenant Lea as 
he rode through grass six feet high, “the appear
ance of the country  is gay  and  beautiful, being 
clothed in grass, foliage, and  flowers." O n A ugust 
2nd they spent six hours crossing a tribu tary  of the 
Des M oines by m eans of a raft. T h e  following 
day  they “ C rossed the D es M oines by  a F o rd ."

Continuing dow n the w est bank of the Des 
M oines they crossed the Lizard, Bluff, Beaver, 
and num erous other creeks, and  pitched their tents 
a t the Raccoon F ork  on a spot which Lieutenant 
Lea described as a “grassy  and spongy m eadow 
with a bubbling spring." T here  Lea and two other 
officers feasted on a fat young deer and  enjoyed a 
bottle of fine old F rench b randy  which Lea had 
carried in his w allet un tasted  throughout the cam
paign.

O n the following day, Colonel K earny exam 
ined the locality as a site for a fort. A lthough the 
Des M oines River w as one hundred and tw enty
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y ard s  w ide he found it easily fordable. O n  the 
east bank stood an abundance  of timber, such as 
oak, w alnut, elm, ash, linn, and  cottonw ood, which 
w ould prove useful for firewood and  building m a
terial. But K earny  did not reg ard  the place as 
suitable for the erection of a m ilitary post. T ra n s 
portation of m ilitary stores on large boats w as ex 
trem ely uncertain ; the Sacs and  Sioux w ere a t 
peace and  needed no such barrier; the site a t the 
upper fork of the D es M oines w as much more 
practicable; and  the Indians them selves opposed 
the erection of a post on the Raccoon River “giving 
as one of their objections, that the W h ite s  w ould 
drive off the little game that is left in their coun try .“

L ieutenant Lea w ith one dragoon and an Indian 
w as d ispatched dow n the D es M oines in a cotton 
w ood canoe to explore the navigability  of the 
stream , while K earny  followed along the right 
bank w ith his detachm ent of troops. A ccording to 
Lea, he s ta rted  on his “ toilsome task, sounding all 
shoals, taking courses w ith a pocket compass, esti
m ating distances from bend to bend by the time 
and  rate  of motion, sketching every notable thing, 
occasionally landing to exam ine the geology of the 
rocks, and sleeping in the sand despite the gnats 
and m osquitoes.“ T h e  general character of the 
country  bordering  the D es M oines he found to 
consist of “ level m eadow s, rolling w oodlands, and 
deep fo rests.“ T h e  soil w as unusually  productive 
and  wells could easily be dug in the highland prai

\  :
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ries w henever natu ral springs w ere absent. From  
the Raccoon F ork  to the m outh of C edar Creek, 
the D es M oines w as “shallow, crooked, and filled 
w ith rocks, sand-bars, and  sn ag s“ but below there 
w as no obstruction to navigation. M inerals of all 
kinds w ere found throughout the course, including 
sandstone, limestone, bitum inous coal, “oxide, sul- 
phuret and native sulphate of iron, lignite, and the 
earths usually found in coal form ations.“

T h e  rations of the expedition w ere low and 
K earny ordered the dragoons to horse on the 
morning of A ugust 10th on the last stretch  of their 
eleven-hundred-m ile journey. F ord ing  the O tte r 
and W h ite  B reast creeks, they reached A p p a 
noose’s village on A ugust 15th. T h e  next m orning 
they crossed the D es M oines and pitched camp 
near K eokuk’s village. T h ree  days later, on A u 
gust 19, 1835, they reached F o rt D es M oines a t 
two in the afternoon having been absent alm ost 
three months. “Sickness and all D isease has been 
a stranger to the camp & all have enjoyed good 
spirits except that stupidity  caused by the w an t of 
food & upon the whole I can say we have had a 
pleasant C am paign,” concluded the dragoon 
diarist.

W illiam J. Petersen
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