Introduction
enator Lyman Jrumbull's visit to Hel-
ena, the new capital of Montana Territory,
had been well heralded, and the crowd that gath-
ered before the Planter’s House between eight and nine
o’clock on the evening of his arrival —August 13, 1869—
nearly filled Broadway. The citizenry had a particular
reason for wishing to honor the senator; he was an ad-
vocate of transcontinental railroads. In fact, he had just
journeyed to the Pacific Coast on the newly completed
Union Pacific-Central Pacific line, and was returning
homeward when he struck out from Corinne, Utah, to
see something of that great territory to the north that,
even then, yearned for railroad ties.

It was a fine, mild evening. The national colors on
neighboring housetops barely stirred in the soft moun-
tain breeze, the Helena brass band exhausted its reper-
toire, and finally, Senator Trumbull stepped to the edge
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of the porch where editor Martin McGinnis introduced
him to the crowd and left him to address the sea of
upturned faces dimly lighted by a bonfire. After a light-
hearted recital of his western experiences on the trans-
continental line and in California, the senator got
around to the subject dearest to his audience, remark-
ing, “This railroad of the north is a certainty, and
completion only a matter of time.” A lengthy assur-
ance that he intended to do everything in his power to
promote their favorite project—the construction of a
Northern Pacific railroad—left the people in too jovial
a mood to disperse just then; they wanted more.
Another newcomer, General Henry Dana Wash-
burn, who had arrived that day to take up his position
as surveyor general of Montana Territory, was beck-
oned. Detaching himself from the crowd, General
Washburn entertained the gathering with a humorous
account of his attempt to reach Montana by way of the

On August 13, 1869, Montana Territory’s new surveyor general, Henry Dana Washburn, found himself
addressing a crowd gathered to honor visiting U.S. Senator Lyman Trumbull. Standing on Broadway, a cross
street on the southern end of Helena’s bustling Main Street (below, circa 1868), Washburn gave a humorous

account of his attempt less than three months earlier to reach Montana by Missouri River steamboat. His

wife Serena later captured the drama of their failed journey in the reminiscence that begins on page 22.




Missouri River. As the editor of the Helena Weekly
Herald put it, he “made his ‘pint’ with every sentence,
and convulsed his audience with laughter.” That a voy-
age to Montana was really no joking matter is evident
in the reminiscent account written later by his wife,
Serena.? It is a tale of hardships and hard work, which
barely got them into the territory—from whence a re-
treat, complete with shipwreck and an Indian scare, was
necessary.

The distance from Clinton, Indiana (the home of the
Washburns), to Helena, Montana, is approximately
1,300 miles, as the crow flies. A highway bus can take a

passenger through, with reasonable comfort, in a day
and a night, while an airliner can accomplish the same
transit, and quite luxuriously, in a matter of hours. By
either means, the trip is made with certainty and very
little strain. Such was not the case a century and a quar-
ter ago. Montana Territory was then beyond the fron-
tier; an insular community cut off from the settled East
by vast plains, and from the developing West by rug-
ged mountains. It was never reached easily in pre-
railroad days (before 1883), and occasionally the effort
required was too great—as Mrs. Washburn’s reminis-
cence reveals.’

d Uoyage to Montana
Serena Washburn s Uecount of Her Jrip

up the Missouni River in 1869, Pant 1
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he thavelor D# 1869 bound for Montana
Territory from the East had only two commer-
cial routes to choose between. One was overland
by transcontinental railway to the end of track, where,
beginning in February, Wells, Fargo and Company’s
stages could convey passengers to Helena, Montana
Territory, in sixty-six hours running time.* On March
27,1869, the Union Pacific Railroad designated the little
Mormon town of Connor City (fifteen houses and 150
people) at the crossing of Bear River, as its junction
with the Montana Road. General J. A. Williamson—
one of the town’s founders—then changed its name to
Corinne, Utah Territory, and that “Burg on the Bear”
became a lusty railroad construction town and termi-
nus for the Montana Stage Line. On August 26, 1869,
the Helena Weekly Herald reported that Wells, Fargo
and Company had sold its stagecoach business to J. T.
Gilmer and Munro Salisbury of Salt Lake City.”

The other commercial route to Montana was by
steamboat up the Missouri River to Fort Benton or such
other Montana landing as the seasonal fluctuations of
the river allowed, with the journey completed from
there by stage. At that time the river route probably
appeared more dependable than the overland, and it
was certainly cheaper. The fare for a passenger travel-
ing from Omaha to Helena by the overland route is said
to have been $350 at the beginning of 1869, though it
dropped rapidly as the rails approached the Bear River.
By contrast, the fare from St. Louis by river route, meals
included, varied from $150 to $200.% Generally, the
overland route was preferred by those who valued
time—or had to travel when the steamboats were not
running. The river route served, in addition to those
with business along the river, the genteel, the frail, and
some who were traveling for pleasure.

Since it was the river route that the Washburn fam-
ily elected to use going to Montana, some generalities
about navigation on the Missouri River are in order as
background for the reminiscence. The first steamboat
to operate upon the Missouri River was the Indepen-
dence, which ascended for two hundred miles in 1819.”
In spring 1832, the American Fur Company’s boat, the

1. Helena Weekly Herald, August 19, 1869.

2. Serena]. Washburn, “Autobiography of Serena J. Washburn,”
typed reminiscence (bound in green suede), two copies, fifty-four
pages each (hereafter Washburn Autobiography). One, donated by
Mary Washburn Rodriguez to the Yellowstone National Park Research
Library, Mammoth, Wyoming, on August 17, 1965, is marked for
one of Serena’s grandsons and reads “Henry E. Washburn, Clinton,
Indiana, Christmas 1904” on the inside of the flyleaf. The other, held
by Washburn Payne DeMotte of New York City, is similar except for
the inscription on the flyleaf indicating it was given to another grand-
son with the inscription “John B. DeMotte, Jr., December 1903,
Greencastle, Indiana.” This copy also has notes from the Biographi-
cal Dictionary of Congress handwritten inside the back cover by
Lawrence Washburn DeMotte, probably on November 22, 1928.
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Yellowstone, reached Fort Union at the mouth of its
namesake river.® (At the time Fort Union was the prac-
tical limit for steam navigation because the vessels then
available were not adequate for a stream so full of ob-
stacles as was the upper river.) In addition to snags
and sandbars, common on the lower reaches, the haz-
ards increased with the presence of large boulders,
numerous rapids, and a sometimes unpredictable
stream flow.

By the middle of the century, steamboat builders
had developed vessels suitable for use on the upper
Missouri. Shallow-draft stern-wheelers with balanced
rudders remained manageable in the maelstrom created
by the huge wheel, and thus it was possible to maneu-
ver the flat-bottomed crafts (a hull design created by
abandoning the deep cargo holds common to boats used
on the lower river). Though not as maneuverable as
side-wheel steamers, stern-wheelers had several advan-
tages that made them good working boats for the
“mountain trade.” They were narrower and suffered
less damage—particularly to the paddles—in the
“chutes” above Cow Island, where clearance was of-
ten restricted. Also, the broader beam of the flat-hull
design provided more cargo space.’ Steamers drawing
as little as eighteen inches of water were built, though
the draft of a vessel of two-hundred-tons burden aver-
aged about thirty inches and could be as much as four
feet fully loaded.

In spring 1859 the American Fur Company sent such
a boat up the Missouri River. It was the Chippewa,
which managed to reach a point only fifteen miles be-
low Fort Benton, discharging its freight at Brulé Bot-
tom.'" The Chippewa reached Fort Benton the following
year, accompanied by an ungainly lower-river side-
wheeler, the Key West."' But this voyage was beset with
such tremendous difficulties—the boats were pulled
with ropes over several rapids by the soldiers being
transported to Fort Benton—that the “mountain trade,”
as navigation of the Missouri above Fort Union was
termed, was not popular until the discovery of gold on
the headwaters of the Missouri River in 1862. The in-
creased civil and military traffic escalated passenger and
freight rates to a level where the profit from a single
round-trip could exceed the value of a vessel. That pos-
sibility tempted many owners to put their boats into

3. “Montana has always been far off—in miles, in time, in facili-
ties for getting there . . . it is almost an outside world.” Ferdinand V.
Hayden, The Great American West (Bloomington, IlL., 1880), 219.

4. Betty M. and Brigham D. Madsen, North to Montana: Fehus,
Bullwhacking, and Mule Skinners on the Montana Trail (Salt Lake
City, 1980), 173.

5. Ibid., 164-65, 169, 174.

6. William E. Lass, 4 History of Steamboating on the Upper Mis-
sourt River (Lincoln, 1962), 41.




Each spring, mountain
snowmelt swelled the upper
Missouri’s water level enoughto
afford steamboats a brief
opportunity to travel all the wa
to Fort Benton (sketch at righ
1869), where fortune seeke
disembarked to continue on t
Montana’s gold camps, toute
by the advertisement below:

the risky business of ser-
vice to Fort Benton, in-
cluding many that were
not suited to the upper
river.

It was mentioned
earlier that stream-flow
changes were a problem
in navigating the Mis-
souri. An early rise, ex-
pected from mid-March
to mid-April, resulted
from the melting of the
winter snow and the
spring rains of the
plains. This rise had
little effect above the
mouth of the Yellow-
stone River. A second,
or June rise, was nourished by the melting of the moun-
tain snows. This rise lasted from a few days to a few
weeks and provided the water that allowed steamboats
to negotiate the stair-stepped Missouri Breaks between
Cow Island and Fort Benton. Ordinarily these two an-
nual rises provided enough water—about three feet—
to allow well-handled boats to reach Fort Benton, but
the window of opportunity was often narrow.'? Thus,
the Washburns’ late May departure from St. Louis cut
the running time very close. Conventional operating
rationale considered early July the latest a turnaround
could be made at Fort Benton."

7. Stanley Vestal, The Missouri (1945; reprint, Lincoln, 1996),
53.

8. Ibid., 55.

9. Lass, History of Steamboating, 17.

10. Ibid., 16. The Chippewa was a small stern-wheeler, 165 feet
long, 30 feet in beam, and with a draft of 31 inches.

11. Martin Schmitt, ed., “From Missouri to Oregon in 1860: The
Diary of August V. Kautz,” Pacific Northwest Quarterly, 37 (July
1946), 211.

12. Lass, History of Steamboating, 3, 4, 110.

The effect of gold mining on river traffic
above Fort Union can be seen in the number of
landings at Fort Benton after 1864. In 1865 there
were four vessels (with four more unloading at
the mouth of the Marias River, twenty-seven
miles below town). In 1866 the landings at Fort
Benton increased to thirty-one, and then to
thirty-seven landings in 1867. Landings in 1868
totaled thirty-five, and in 1869, twenty-four.'
The decrease in river traffic after 1867 had sev-
eral causes, the most important of which was the
declining importance of mining traffic as the gold
boom years passed. That decline, however, was
partly compensated by an increase in the trans-
portation of personnel, equipment, and supplies
for the military posts along the Missouri River. Like-
wise, an even greater decline in 1869, which might logi-
cally have been expected with completion of the
transcontinental railway, did not occur because mer-
chants and shippers were uncertain as to the date on
which service could be expected to a point serving
Montana Territory."

The Washburn trip to Montana Territory began
early in May 1869 when their party gathered at the
steamboat landing at Clinton, Indiana, for the short trip
down the Wabash River on the steamboat Comet, bound

13. Ibid., 51. Charles P. Chouteau, “Early Navigation of the Up-
per Missouri River,” Contributions to the Historical Society of Mon-
tana, 10 vols. (1876-1940; reprint, Boston, 1966), 7:256, estimated
the time required for the trip as thirty-five days from St. Louis to Fort
Benton (based on the performance of the Chippewa in 1859—prob-
ably too severe a standard for most boats and most conditions).

14. “Steamboat Arrivals at Fort Benton, Montana, and Vicinity,”
Contributions to the Historical Society of Montana, 1:317-25. As re-
gards the figure for arrivals in 1869, it must be noted that eighteen of
the twenty-four vessels listed double-tripped from Dauphine’s Rap-
ids to Fort Benton between June 5 and July 2.

15. Madsen, North to Montana, 168.
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Cow Island Landing, shown above in 1878 with the second steamboat named Helena, was located almost two hundred river
miles downstream from Fort Benton. In times of low water, steamboats often unloaded there to transfer cargo to freight
wagons that then completed the trip to Fort Benton and beyond. Moving a boatload of merchandise by wagon could take
multiple trips and, depending on the weather, several months to accomplish.

for Terre Haute and a railroad connection to St. Louis.
There were eight in the party: Henry Dana Washburn,
his wife Serena, their son Aquila and daughter Lelia,
Nelse C. Anderson and his wife Thirza (Serena’s half
sister), Seymour Nebeker (Serena’s half brother), and
a friend of the family, Palmer Crabb.

General Washburn—a thirty-seven-year-old Indiana
lawyer-soldier-congressman whose health was ravaged
by his service in the Civil War—sought and received
an appointment as Surveyor General of Montana Ter-
ritory from President Ulysses S. Grant, in the hope that
his consumption would be cured in the high, dry cli-
mate. Serena Johnson had met her future husband when
he was a teacher at a one-room school on Helt’s Prai-
rie, Indiana, and she a student at another school nearer
Clinton.'® They were married at her stepfather’s home
in Clinton on December 28, 1854, about a year after
Washburn’s graduation from the New York State and
National Law School. She was thirty-three when she
made the trip described in her reminiscence. A Brady
photograph taken following the Civil War, while

16. Washburn Autobiography, 16, 17.

17. Ibid., 54. Serena seems to be saying that Zoua died eighteen
months before her father; that is impossible since the Washburn party
was en route to Montana Territory in July 1869. Historian Lee Par-
sons of Indianapolis, Indiana, who is preparing a biography of Henry

20

Washburn was an Indiana congressman, shows three
children. The girl facing her father is Lelia, who was
born September 13, 1855, and thus was not yet four-
teen years old at the time of the voyage. The boy—
Aquila, born in 1858 and named after his step-
grandfather on the maternal side—was ten years old.
The little girl, Zoua, was not a member of the party
that left for Montana Territory, and it seems likely she
died in March 1868.17

Seymour Nebeker’s presence with the Montana-
bound Washburns is explained by entries in the Gen-
eral Land Office records that indicate he was
subsequently employed in the Helena office as an as-
sistant clerk, messenger, and deputy surveyor. He ex-
ecuted several survey contracts under Washburn and
his successor, John Blaine.!®

There is no explanation as to why the others, the
Andersons and Palmer Crabb, elected to accompany
the Washburns on their difficult journey to a far-off and
largely primitive place where the struggle to transform
a rough mining society into something more akin to

Dana Washburn, believes that Zoua’s death occurred in the week of
March 8, 1868, on the basis of an item in the Terre Haute newspaper
that mentioned Washburn’s passage through town en route to Clinton
“to attend a serious illness in his family.” Lee Parsons to author, Janu-
ary 26, 1997.




civilization was barely begun. What we do
know is that they all “remained in St. Louis
several days, taking in the sights of the city
and waiting for the boat. At last Submarine
No. 14 was ready and we went on board with
our piano and new household goods purchased
in St. Louis.”"?

It is important to note that Serena was sixty-
seven years old at the time she recorded the events of
1869; her recollection of certain details thirty-five years
later was at times hazey. The occasional use of day dates
hints that Serena may have been able to refer to some
form of memoranda made during the voyage, but that
is only a speculation since no such primary record has
yet been found. Compared with the diary of Sarah E.
Canfield, an army wife who traveled up the Missouri
from Omaha to Camp Cooke in 1867 and back down
the river in 1868, Serena’s backward glance is often in-
complete and sometimes overly dramatic.?” “In focus-
ing in on just the Missouri River episode, with all the
sketchiness and obvious errors or lapses of memory,”
observes historian Lee Parsons, “one gets the unfair

18. Lee Parsons to author, April 20, 1997.

19. Washburn Autobiography, 24. Submarine No. 14—actually No.
13, as will be shown later—was one of a line of Mississippi River
side-wheel steamers built by James B. Eads, a St. Louis civil engi-
neer, whose heavily armored gunboats produced early in the Civil
War were important in wresting control of the Mississippi River from
the Confederates.

Famed Civil War photographer
Mathew Brady photographed the
Washburn family (left) after the war.
Left to right are Serena, son Aquila,
daughter Zoua (seated), daughter Lelia,
and Henry. Zoua died before the trip to
Montana. Serena’s half brother,
Seymour Nebeker (below, circa 1875)
was one of four friends and relatives to
accompany the Washburns on their
trip up the Missouri River in 1869.

&
Z impression that Serena was a
g gray and two-dimensional per-
s sonality, when in fact she was
€ quite a spirited lady.” Indeed,

? she was an ardent feminist who

/d

f

managed to convert her husband
to that then uncommon viewpoint!
M Serena Washburn’s voyage to Mon-
* tana Territory is presented here exactly
as recorded in her reminiscence, with some
clarifying information added in the footnotes. The ac-
count occupies twenty pages, beginning on page
twenty-five of her manuscript. (Page changes are indi-
cated by the bracketed numbers.)

20. Ray H. Mattison, ed., “An Army Wife on the Upper Missouri:
The Diary of Sarah E. Canfield, 1866-1868,” North Dakota History,
20 (October 1953), 191-220. The two women’s accounts are similar
in that neither are biased nor mere daily records. They differ greatly,
however, in perception and accuracy of details. Mrs. Canfield’s keen
anecdotal sense makes for an interesting history.
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St Louis to Fort Banton, 1869

Jhe Uoyage
Loft St. Louis the 26th of May. 1869.

The city, with its busy wharves and great
buildings, was a beautiful sight as we left it

behind and, viewed through the smoke and fog, seemed
like a dream city. We soon covered twenty miles and
found ourselves entering the mouth of the Missouri,
whose boiling, whirling, turbulent waters were to rock
us to sleep on its bosom for so many weeks.?! Even as
far down as St. Louis, twenty-one miles, the Missouri
with its muddy waters does not mingle with the waters
of the Mississippi. We passed many towns nestling near
the river’s brink.?? We visited Fort Leavenworth and
Omaha, and had our first sight of the Indians as they
came straggling in past the white tents of the soldiers.?

21. The distance from St. Louis to the mouth of the Missouri River

The second day, while enjoying our dinner, a thun-
derstorm came suddenly upon us, shattered a tree on
the bank near our boat, knocked two of our men down,
and blew down our large smokestack. The captain
rushed in to quell our fears, saying excitedly, “Gen-
eral, don’t be alarmed. Heat is a non-conductor. I never
knew a boat to be struck by lightning.”?* We passed
White Cloud and [saw] other Indians. Storms and
hurricanes and sand-storms served to enliven our nights
as well as our days. One day we were enjoying our-
selves on deck watching Arion Rock in the rear, then
on to Albany up the stream.?® The view was inspiring,
the sun played its changing light on [26] clouds and
landscape. When suddenly, without warning, a black
cloud overspread the sky, the wind gathered up the
sand from the neighboring bank and showered it upon
us, almost choking us, and we were swept into a whirl-

is given as seventeen miles on the Mississippi River Cc ission’s
chart. The chart says 3,112 miles from St. Louis to Fort Benton.
Unless otherwise noted, all Missouri River distances henceforth are
from the table of “Distances from St. Louis,” as estimated in 1867
(reprinted from the Missouri Republican), in Montana The Magazine
of Western History, 1 (January 1951), 22. A later source of mileages
is from the “Map of the Missouri River from Its Mouth to the Three
Forks, Montana” (84 sheets at the scale of 1=63,360, published by
the Missouri River Commission, 1892-1895, Montana Historical
Society Library, Helena). It shows the distance from St. Louis to
Fort Benton to be 811 miles shorter.

22. Several of Serena’s sentences that seem out of place near the
start of page twenty-five of her typed autobiography probably belong
here, i.e.: “The channel was never in the same place a week at a time,
or I might say a day at a time. We saw a house or two remaining where
once was a thriving village. It did not require much time for the river
to take a fertile farm from one side of the river and move it to the
other” (p. 25).

23. At Omaha, Washburn’s party gained another member in the
person of Thomas C. Bailey, who was waiting there to board Subma-
rine No. 13. He was a thirty-four-year-old Indianian who served the
Union cause throughout the Civil War, and was experienced in both
civil engineering and law, which fitted him for the position of chief
clerk of the surveyor general’s office at Helena. In 1874 he moved to
Salt Lake City where he established a practice as a land attorney. He
died there September 2, 1900. See Utah, Her Cities, Towns and
Resources (Chicago, 1891-1892), 149, microfilm; and Salt Lake City
Deseret News, September 3, 1900.

24. Captain Symons was described by Serena as “a large, portly
man and very kind. Whenever the boat struck a snag or went aground
on a sandbar, he would rush to the bar, take a dram, then sit on the
deck and give orders and get exceedingly red. We never heard an
oath while on the boat, and surely the Missouri was a very trying
stream to navigate.” Washburn Autobiography, 24-25. Regardless of
the captain’s opinion, it seems likely the boat was struck by lightning.
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Such may have been the scene on the St. Louis waterfront (above) where the Washburn party departed for Montana Territory
on May 26, 1869, aboard the Submarine No. 14. The third Helena (on the left with raised planks) was a side-wheel packet
rebuilt and renamed in 1881.

pool. The rocking and creaking of the boat in its cir-
cling race, the roaring of the storm, the falling rigging,
the engines blowing off steam, men hurrying and rac-
ing to obey the mate’s orders, all made a deep impres-
sion on us. The idea was to get a man ashore with a
cable before we were swept down the whirlpool and
on to the bank. We came near enough to the shore,
several deck hands leaped from the boat and carried
the cable around a good-sized tree, but the momen-
tum of the boat by this time was sufficient to act as a
lever and pull the trees over. Everything seemed con-
fusion, but the men made their way to another tree and
by a desperate effort made the boat fast and we escaped
with nothing more serious than a broken pilot wheel.?

Our first Sabbath out the Captain asked my hus-
band to have a game of chess, but he declined to play
on the Sabbath. About the only thing to mark the day
was the general housecleaning of the steward. Lelia has
changed her dress and Nelse has shaved, and Nature,

25. Arrow Rock, Missouri, is approximately 180 miles up the
Missouri River from its mouth. Previous mentions of Fort
Leavenworth and Omaha are serially out of place; the first being 492
miles from St. Louis and the second, 836 miles. Like White Cloud,
Albany is no longer a riverside town. The Albany name now identi-
fies the county seat of Gentry County, Missouri, and is 40 miles
northeast of the Missouri River at the nearest point.

26. A paddle wheel. These were subject to damage from floating
debris or channel obstructions but were easily repaired. Violent prai-
rie winds were one of the dangers to which river boats were exposed.
Lass, History of Steamboating, 4.

that has been so fitful and stormy, bathes everything
today in bright sunshine, and refreshing breezes bear
us on our way. At Sioux City the captain is changing
freight.?” We took a walk up on a high hill and had a
fine view of the city and river. On the edge of the deep
forest we could see the white-topped wagons of mov-
ers, camped for rest and to replenish their stores be-
fore pushing westward.?® We attended Sabbath school
and found them singing the popular song we first heard
in Washington City and again [27] in St. Louis, Hold
the fort, for I am coming. From this on, our journey is
well punctuated with stops on sand-bars.?® We broke
our rudder twice the first day out, then broke our pilot
wheel, stopped to mend it and hunt channel and chop
some wood. How the chips flew! There were very few
opportunities now to buy wood. Once we wooded
where Indians had wintered. We used the poles for
wood from which the ponies had gnawed the bark dur-
ing the winter.3°

27. Submarine No. 13 laid over two days at Sioux City, Iowa, 1,039
miles from St. Louis. T. C. Bailey described the town as having “about
3,000 inhabitants, is a very flourishing town, and is well situated on
the east bank of the raging Missouri.” On page twenty-four of her
autobiography, Serena Washburn refers to the steamer they embarked
on as the Submarine No. 14, but Bailey’s two letters—written on board
and published June 12 and 26, 1869—leave no doubt about the num-
ber; it was No. 13.

28. Probably emigrants. The term Serena used originated with the
immigration into the old Northwest Territory after 1783.






















