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This novel deals with a subject that has concerned me since
1936, when I first came to know the South Platte River.
Writing it has been one of the happiest experiences of my
life, for it put me in contact with many learned and per-
ceptive people. Among the many to whom I am indebted
are these specialists:

Geology: Roger Cuffey and Lauren Wright, Pennsylvania
State University; the latter took me on an extended field trip
of the Rockies; Gerald Richmond, William Mallory, U. S.
Geological Survey; Jack Murphy, Denver Museum of Natural
History, who took me on a field trip to dinosaur deposits;
Robert Egbert, Phillips Petroleum, who provided preliminary
data for the core diagram of Centennial; and especially Ogden
Tweto, U.S.G.S., foremost authority on the Rockies, who pro-
vided line-by-line checking of the text and the core diagram.

Paleontology: G. Edward Lewis, U.S.G.S.; Don Lindsay,
D.M.N.H.; Bertrand Schultz, Mylan Stout, University of Ne-
braska; G. E. Untermann, Vernal, Utah; Tobe Wilkins, Dino-
saur National Monument; Kay McElroy, Greeley, who took
me on a field trip to Pawnee Buttes.

Early Man: Frank Frazier, Denver; George Frison, University
of Wyoming, who took me on an extended field trip to pre-
historic Clovis sites; H. M. Wormington, Denver, who al-
lowed me to read the manuscript of her forthcoming book.

Flint Knapping: Don Crabtree, Kimberley, Idaho; H. M.
Wormington, Denver; Bruce Bradley, Cambridge, England,
who made a Clovis point for me.
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Indian Life: Virginia Trenholm, Cheyenne; Evelyn Nick-
eson, Kinnear; Nellie Scott, Fort Washakie; Father Lewis
O’Neill, S.J., Stephens; Reverend David Duncombe, Ethete,
all of Wyoming.

Early St. Louis: John Francis McDermott, University of
Southern Illinois; Mrs. Odile Trufanow, Denver; George
Brooks, Frances Stader, Missouri Historical Society; and Er-
nest Kirschten, all of St. Louis.

Old Lancaster: Laura Lundgren, S. E. Dyke, John Ward
Willson Loose, Lancaster County Historical Society.

Oregon Trail: Merrill J. Mattes, National Park Service;
Gregory M. Franzwa, St. Louis.

Fort Laramie: Charles Sharp, Lewis Eaton, Bill Henry, all
of Fort Laramie, who showed the most devoted patience in
helping on research and field trips; Roger Kent Heape, Belle-
ville, Illinois, who allowed me to read his unpublished thesis
on the Treaty of 1851.

Cattle Trails: C. Boone McClure, Panhandle-Plains Histor-
ical Museum, Canyon, Texas; Dean Krakel, Cowboy Hall of
Fame, Oklahoma City; Mrs. Laura Peacock, Jacksboro, Texas;
Jessie Newton Yarborough, Robert Lee, Texas.

Ranch Life: Farrington Carpenter, Hayden, Colorado; Al-
len Fordyce, Big Horn; Burrell Nickeson, Kinnear, both of
Wyoming. The following graciously allowed me to visit their
ranches and ask many questions: J. J. Gibson, 6666 Ranch,
Guthrie, Texas; Herman Werner, Van Irvine, Casper; Robert
and Martha Gibbs, TY Ranch, Arvada, all of Wyoming; and
especially Ronald and Virginia Wolff, Two Bar Ranch, Wheat-
land, Wyoming, who flew me to various historic sites in their
ranch plane.

Sugar Beets: Lyman Andrews, William M. White, Denver,
Colorado.

Birds: Gustav Swanson, C.S.U., who took me on a beautiful
exploration of the Buttes area.

Denver Stock Show: Willard Simms, Denver; C. W. Fergu-
son, Miami.

Mexican-Chicano Problems: Corky Gonzales, Bernard Val-
dez, Jim Kent, Minoru Yasui, Denver; Diputado Abelardo
Perez Campos, Francisco Almada, Chihuahua, Mexico, the
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former having shown me extraordinary courtesy; Susan Sel-
lers, Mexico City, who provided much help on Chicano songs.

Dryland Farming: Isabel Blair, James Reed, Dora Good, all
of Sterling, Colorado, the last of whom took me on an ex-
tensive field trip to an old line camp.

Cattle Industry: Larry Yarrington, Sterling, Colorado, who
gave me a graduate seminar on artificial insemination; Tom
Risinger, Jack Winninger, Cody, Wyoming, who introduced
me to Simmentals; Russell Staats, Chugwater, Wyoming, cus-
todian of the great Swan Land Cattle Company operation;
Joe Gloyd, Frank Robertson, Wheatland, Wyoming; Gene
Gressley, University of Wyoming; Bill Wadlow, Wyoming
Hereford Ranch, Cheyenne.

Guns: Dabney Otis Collins, Ross Miller, Frank M. Sellers,
Denver, the last-named being the world’s authority on the
Sharps rifle; Vernon Gunnion, Lancaster, expert on Melchior
Fordney riffes.

Railroads: Ed Haley, Denver; Bob Richardson, Colorado
Railroad Museum, Golden, Colorado.

Irrigation: Felix Sparks, Denver; John W. Nelson, Love-
land, Colorado; John E. Moore, U.S.G.S.; Glen G. Saunders,
Denver, Colorado; E. V. Richardson and Harvey Johnson,
Fort Collins, Colorado, who took me on a thrilling field trip
to the irrigation canals in the highest Rockies.

Appaloosas: Ed Roberts, Denver; George B. Hatley, Mos-
cow, Idaho.

My thanks also go to Katherine Halverson, Bill Williams and
John Cornelius of the Wyoming State Museum and Archives;
Randolph Wagner, Wyoming Travel Commission, who showed
me his excellent movie on the Oregon Trail; Tony Bevinetto
and Charles McCurdy, Grand Teton National Park; Harold
McCracken, Whitney Gallery of Western Art at Cody; the
Western Pennsylvania Historical Society; Nebraska State His-
torical Society; Union Pacific Railroad Museum; and to Tom
Ten Eyck of Denver, who took me on field trips to study
ecology.

No city could have been more pleasant to work in than Den-
ver, except for repeated traffic tickets, the worst winter in 170
years, the hottest summer in 87, and the nation’s most galling
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gas shortage. Alys Freeze, Western Collection, Denver Pub-
lic Library, provided invaluable help, and so did the entire
staff of that estimable institution.

A group of wise and dedicated scholars read segments to help
me avoid gross error: Geology: Wright, Cuffey, Tweto,
Schumm; Inhabitants: Lewis, Schultz, Stout; Early Man:
Wormington, Crabtree, Bradley; Indians: Trenholm; Oregon
Trail: Mattes, Franzwa; Trappers: McDermott; Fort Laramie:
Heape; Cattle Trail: McClure; Hunters: Sellers; Sugar Beets:
Andrews; Irrigation: Moore. They must not be charged with
such error as has persisted, because in certain instances I
decided to stay with my own interpretations.

During my research I was aided at different and crucial times
by two gifted members of the Reader’s Digest staff: Leslie
Laird, who had earlier helped me on my book on Kent State,
and John Kings, who had for some years been a rancher in
Wyoming. Tessa Dalton provided much expert guidance on
wildlife. These three accompanied me on extensive field trips
to Mexico, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, California,
Utah, Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Nebraska, Oklahoma,
Kansas and Missouri. All three were good drivers, amiable
storytellers and opposed to smoking.
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Floyd Merrill of Greeley,
who showed me the rivers;

Otto Unfug of Sterling,
who taught me about cattle;

Clyde Stanley of Keota,
who introduced me to the prairie



This is a novel. Its characters and scenes are imaginary.
There was no Venneford Ranch, no prairie town of Line
Camp, no Skimmerhorn cattle drive in 1868, no Centennial.
None of the families depicted here were real, nor founded
upon real precedents. There was no Lame Beaver, nor
Skimmerhorn nor Zendt nor Grebe. On the other hand,
certain background incidents and characters are real. There
was a great convocation in 1851 at Fort Laramie. There
was a drought in 1931-1935. Jennie Jerome, the mother
of Winston Churchill, did frequent the English ranches
near Cheyenne. Charles Goodnight, one of the great men
of the west, did haul the corpse of his partner home in a
lead box. Melchior Fordney, the master gunsmith, was
murdered. The South Platte River did behave as described.
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ONLY ANOTHER WRITER, SOMEONE WHO
had worked his heart out on a good book which sold three thousand
copies, could appreciate the thrill that overcame me one April morning
in 1973 when Dean Rivers of our small college in Georgia appeared at
my classroom door.

‘New York’s trying to get you,” he said with some excitement. ‘If I got
the name right, it’s one of the editors of US.’

“The magazine?

‘I could be wrong. They’re holding in my office.’

As we hurried along the corridor he said, with obvious good will,
“This could prove quite rewarding, Lewis.’

‘More likely they want to verify some fact in American history.’

‘You mean, they’d telephone from New York?’

‘They pride themselves on being accurate.” I took perverse pleasure in
posing as one familiar with publishing. After all, the editors of Time had
called me once. Checking on the early settlements in Virginia.

Any sophistication I might have felt deserted me when I reached the
telephone. Indeed, my hands were starting to sweat. The years had been
long and fruitless, and a telephone call from editors in New York was
agitating.

“T'his Dr. Lewis Vernor?’ a no-nonsense voice asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Author of Virginia Genesis?

“Yes.

‘Had to be sure. Didn’t want to embarrass either of us.” The voice
dropped slightly, as if that part of the discussion were ended. Then with
crisp authority it said, ‘Dr. Vernor, I'm James Ringold, managing editor
here at US. Problem is simple. Can you catch a plane from Atlanta this
afternoon and report at my office tomorrow morning at nine?’ Before I
could even gasp, he added, *“We cover expenses, of course.” Then, when
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I hesitated because of my surprise, he said, ‘I think we may have some-
thing that would interest you . . . considerably.” I grew more confused,
which gave him time to add, ‘And before you leave for the airport, will
you discuss schedules with your wife and your college? We shall very
probably want to preempt your time from the end of semester right
through Christmas.’ )

I placed my hand over the mouthpiece and made some meaningless
gesture toward Dean Rivers. ‘Can I fly to New York on the late plane?’

‘Of course! Of course!” he whispered with an enthusiasm as great as
mine. ‘Something big?’

‘I don’t know,’” I whispered back. Then into the phone I said, ‘What
was your name again? When he replied, I told him, T’ll be there.’

In the next hour I called my wife, arranged for Professor Hisken to
take my classes and then reported to the president’s office, where Dean
Rivers had prepared the way with President Rexford by telling him that
it sounded like the chance of a century for me and that he, Rivers, recom-
mended that I be given the necessary leave.

Rexford, a tall southern gentleman who had accomplished wonders
collecting funds for a college that badly needed them, was always pleased
when one of his faculty received outside attention, because in subsequent
meetings with businessmen he could allude to the fact that ‘we’re becom-
ing better known all the time, something of a national force.’ He greeted
me warmly and asked, ‘What’s this I hear about US wanting to borrow
our finest history man for the autumn term?’

‘I really know nothing about it, sir,’ I replied honestly. ‘They want to
interview me tomorrow morning, and if I pass muster, they want to offer
me a job from term-end to Christmas.’

‘When’s your next sabbatical?’

‘I was planning to spend next spring quarter in the Oregon libraries.’

‘T remember. Settlement of the northwest. Mmmmm?’

‘I thought that having started in Virginia and then done my study on
the Great Lakes, it might be natural for me to—

‘Complete the cycle? Yes. Yes. You do that and you’ll be a very valu-
able man to us, Vernor. A lot of foundations are going to be looking for
projects dealing with the American past, and if we could offer you as a
man who has done his homework, Virginia to Oregon . . . well, I don’t
have to tell you that I could generate a lot of interest in a man like that.’

‘So you think I should stay here and work on my Oregon project?’

‘I haven’t said what I think, Vernor. But I know for a fact . . .” Here
he rose and moved restlessly about his office, thrusting his arms out in
bursts of energy. ‘I know that a lot of these foundations would just love
to place a project in Georgia. Get them off the hook of appearing too
provincial.’

‘Then I'll tell the editors—’

‘You won’t tell them anything. Go. Listen. See what they have to sell.
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And if by chance it should fit into your grand design . . . How much do
we pay you a quarter?’

‘Four thousand dollars.’

‘Let’s do it this way. If what they have to offer is completely wide of
the mark—Dbears no relation to American settlement—turn ’em down.
Stay here the fall and winter quarters, then go out to Oregon in the
spring.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘But if it does fit in with your intellectual plans, say, something on the
Dakotas. And’—he accented the word heavily—'if they’ll pay you four
thousand or more, I'll grant you fall quarter without pay, and you can
take your sabbatical with pay spring quarter and head for Oregon.’

“That’s generous,’ I said.

‘I'm thinking only of myself. Point is, it wouldn’t hurt with the founda-
tions if I could say that our man Vernor had done that big writing job
for US. Gives you a touch of professionalism. That and your two books.
And believe me, it’s that professionalism that makes you eligible for the
big grants.” He stalked about the room, hungrily, then turned and said,
‘So you go ahead. Listen. And if it sounds good, call me from New York.’

At eight-thirty next morning I was walking down Avenue of the Amer-
icas, among those towering buildings of glass, marveling at how New
York had changed since I knew it in 1957 when Alfred Knopf was pub-
lishing my first book on Virginia. I felt as if I had been away from Amer-
ica for a generation.

US had offices north of the new CBS building; its glass tower was the
most impressive on the avenue. I rode up to the forty-seventh floor and
entered a walnut-paneled waiting room. ‘I'm early,” I told the girl.

‘So am I’ she said. ‘Coffee?” She was as bright as the magazine for
which she worked, and she put me at my ease. ‘If Ringold-san told you
nine, nine it will be.’

At one minute after nine she ushered me into his office, where she
introduced me to four attractive young editors. James Ringold was under
forty and wore his hair combed straight forward, like Julius Caesar.
Harry Leeds, his executive assistant, was something past thirty and wore
an expensive double-knit in clashing colors. Bill Wright was obviously
just a beginner. And Carol Endermann . . . well, I couldn’t begin to guess
how old she was. She could have been one of my good-looking, leggy
graduate students from a tobacco farm in the Carolinas, or just as easily,
a sclf-directed thirty-three-year-old assistant professor at the University
of Georgia. I felt I was in the hands of four dedicated people who knew
what they were doing, and was sure I would enjoy watching them operate.

‘Let me get one thing straight, Vernor,’ Ringold said. “You published
Virginia Genesis in 1957 with Knopf. How did it sell?’

‘Miserably.’
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‘But they brought it out in paperback two years ago.’

‘Yes. It’s widely used in universities.’

‘Good. I hope you got back your investment on it.’

‘With paperbacks, yes.’

‘That book I know. Very favorably. Now tell me about your next one.’

‘Great Lakes Ordeal. Mostly iron and steel development. A Iot on im-
migration, of course.’

‘Knopf do it, too?

‘Yes.’

‘Miserably?

“Yes, but it’s paying its way . . . in paperback.’

‘Delighted to hear it,” Ringold said. ‘Harry, tell him how we got onto
his name.’

‘With pleasure,” young Leeds said. ‘Sometime ago we needed expertise
of the highest caliber. On a project of some moment. We sent out calls to
about thirty certified intellectuals for recommendations—and guess what?’
He pointed at me. ‘Abou Ben Adhem’s name led all the rest!’

‘In the profession,” Bill Wright said, ‘you have one hell of a reputa-
tion.’

‘Hence the phone call,” Leeds said.

‘Your books may not sell, Vernor,” Wright continued, ‘but the brains
of this nation know a good man when they read his research.’

Ringold was slightly irritated by young Wright’s interruption and now
resumed charge. ‘What we have in mind, Professor Vernor, is for you to
make a research report for us in great depth, but also at great speed. If
you devote your entire time from the end of May till Christmas, we feel
sure that with your background you can do it. But our schedule is so
tight, if you submit it one day late, it won’t be worth a damn to us—not
one damn.’

‘Does that kind of schedule frighten you?’ Leeds asked.

‘Twork on the quarter system,’ I said. Either they understood what this
meant in way of planning and precise execution, or they didn’t. They did.

‘Good,’ Ringold said. He rose, walked about his desk and said, stand-
ing, ‘So now we’re down to the nitty-gritty. Carol?’

‘What we have in mind, Professor Vernor'—1I noticed that she used the
exact phraseology of her boss—'is to publish in late 1974 a double issue
of US devoted entirely to an in-depth analysis of one American com-
munity. We want you to go to that community, study it from the inside,
give us intimate research on whatever aspects of it interest you deeply.’

‘The ones that awaken a gut response,” young Wright volunteered.

‘We're already prepared to do a quick once-over job,’ Miss Endermann
said, ‘but what we’re after is much deeper . . . nothing less than the soul
of America . . . as seen in microcosm.’

I gripped the arms of my chair and breathed slowly. This seemed the
kind of commission a man like me dreams of. It was what I had tried to
do in Virginia after graduating from the university at Charlottesville and
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what I had followed up with at the Great Lakes when teaching at the
University of Minnesota. I at least knew what the problem was.

‘Have you identified the community?’ I asked. Much would depend
upon whether I had competence in the selected area.

‘We have,” Ringold said. ‘Tell him, Harry.’

‘Because the arteries of America have always been so crucial,” Leeds

said, ‘we determined from the start to focus on a river . . . the ebb and
flow of traffic . . . the journeymen up and down . . . the influence of time
sweeping past . . .” As he spoke he closed his eyes, and it was apparent

that he had chosen the river, and no doubt the specific settlement on it.
He opened his eyes and said, ‘So, Professor Vernor, I'm afraid we've
stuck you with a river.’

‘I worked with rivers in Virginia,’ I said.

‘I know. That’s what attracted me to you.’

I was eager to land this job, because it was the kind of work I ought
to do before going to Oregon, but I did not want to appear too eager. 1
sat staring at the floor, trying to collect my thoughts. DeVoto had al-
ready done a masterful job on the Missouri River, but he had left some
topics undeveloped. I might be able to write a strong report on St. Jo-
seph, or one of the Mandan villages, or even something farther west, say
Great Falls. ‘I'd not want to compete with DeVoto,” I said tentatively,
‘but there’s a chance I could do something original on the Missouri.’

‘It wasn’t the Missouri we had in mind,’” Leeds said.

Well, I thought, that’s that. Of course, there was still the Arkansas. 1
could select some settlement like La Junta . . . include Bent’s Fort and
the massacre at Sand Island. But I insisted upon being honest with these
editors, so I told them, ‘If your river is the Arkansas, you’d do better
choosing someone more fluent in Spanish. To deal with the Mexican land
grants, and subjects like that.’

‘We weren’t interested in the Arkansas,” Leeds said.

‘What did you have in mind?’

“The Platte.’

‘The Platte!” I gasped.

‘None other,” Leeds said.

“That’s the sorriest river in America. You’ve heard all the jokes about
the Platte. “Too thick to drink, too thin to plow.” That’s a nothing river.’

‘That’s why we chose it,” Leeds said.

Miss Endermann broke in. ‘We specifically wanted to avoid notorious
places like St. Joseph, one of my favorite cities on earth, because it would
be too easy to do. A great deal of American history was drab, just as
you said now—a nothing river, “a mile wide and an inch deep.”’

‘We reasoned, and properly so I'm convinced,” Ringold said, ‘that if
we can make the Platte comprehensible to Americans, we can inspire
them with the meaning of this continent. And goddamnit, that’s what
we're going to do. We'll leave the drums and bugles and flying eagles to
others. We are going to dive into the heart of that lousy river . . .’ He



