Jedediah

Smitﬁ
Trapper, trader, explorer, Christian—he was a symbol of

piety among a profane group, and his far-flung Rocky
Mountain missions earned him the title “an American Paul.”
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rom a purely secular view-
Fpoint. Jedediah Smith earned

the right to a prominent placein
American history. Packing a lifetime
of pioneering achievement into a
nine-year odyssey—1823-31—he
opened the historic gateway to the
Far West, (South Pass);, was the first
reported white man to journey
overland to California; the first to
cross the treacherous Sierra Nevada
range from the west; the first to travel
across the arid Great Basin, north
and south as well as east and west;
and the first to negotiate the Califor-
nia coast north to Oregon. A trapper
by trade, his 668 beaver pelts takenin
the 1824-25 season may be the record
for a single mountaineer. Venturing
boldly into an area that was terra
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incognita, he came to know the West
better than any other man alive. His-
torian Stephen W. Sears ranks Smith
“beside Lewis and Clark,” and bio-
grapher Dale Morgan labels him “an
authentic American hero.”

“0Old Jed,” as his mountain com-
panions frequently referred to him,
has failed to receive the recognition
due him because his journals and
maps were not made public until 1934,
His writings, and those of his asso-
ciates, reveal him to be an extraor-
dinary trailblazer. In the midst of
a free-spirited band known for its
gross vices, Jedediah was grim,
modest, mild, “one who never smoked
or chewed tobacco, never uttered
a profane word.” Smith, too, was
indifferent to personal suffering,
possessed ‘‘endurance beyond the
point where other men died, courage
and coolness under fire, intelligence
that impressed everyone, leadership
of a high order, and energy and drive
enough for three men.”

In a profession where gain and
adventure were the primary objec-
tives, Jedediah instead viewed his
calling as a spiritual mission
somewhat analogous to the journeys
of the Apostle Paul. “The letters
Smith forwarded from remote sites

. . pulsate with Christian feeling."”
They evidence distress at the lack
of Christian fellowship, sincere
acknowledgement of both the sover-
eignty of God and the free will of man,
accurate memorization of key Scrip-
ture passages such as John 3:16, and
especially a concern for the welfare of
his family and friends residing east of
the Mississippi. Along with his rifle,
skinning knife, whetstone, awl
holder, bullet pouch, powder
container, traps and trapsack, and
pistols, Smith always carried his
Bible, a collection of Wesleyan hymns
(his background was Methodist),
Evidences of Christianity by William
Paley, a six-volume set of Matthew
Henry's commentaries, a theological
dictionary, and the works of
Josephus. Trapper William Waldo
commented, “No one who knew him
well doubted the sincerity of his
piety.”

Jedediah was born January 6,
1799, the fourth of 14 children of
Jedediah and Sally Strong Smith. His
parents were of God-fearing New
England stock. Married in East-
hampton, Connecticut, they movedin
the mid-1790’s to Jericho (now Bain-
bridge), Chenango County, in the
beautiful Susquehanna River Valley
of south central New York State.

In late 1810 or early 1811 the
family pushed on to North East
Township, Erie County, Pennsylva-
nia. Young “Diah” there came under
the influence of pioneer physician Dr.

Titus Gordon Vespasian Simons. The
doctor gave Jed a book on the travels
of Lewis and Clark, a prophetic gift as
it turned out. Next the Smiths settled
in Ohio’s Western Reserve, near Ash-
tabula, then on to Green Townshipin
Ashland County.

At 23, Jedediah answered an
advertisement in the Saint Louis
Missouri Gazette for “enterprising
young men” to join General William
Ashley in the lucrative beaver trade.
It was on this first expedition into the
Black Hills of South Dakota that Jed
almost met an early death.

Toward evening, the little com-
pany of men, threading their way
through anarrow, brushyravine, was
surprised by a massive grizzly bear.
Jedediah tried to run to open ground,
but as he emerged from the thicket
he met the charging bear head on.
The grizzly grabbed him around the
middle, breaking Jed's knife and
several of his ribs. The bear then bit
down on Jed’s head, laying the skull
bare on one side close to his left eye
and close to the right ear on the other.
His left ear was almost completely
torn away.

After the bear had been dis-
patched, Jedediah's friends stood
around him wondering what to do.
One would say, “Come, take hold.”
And another would respond, “Why
not you?” Finally, Smith himself told
them what to do. He sent two men for
water and asked James Clyman to
sew him up as best as he could.
Clyman later said of the incident,
“After stitching all the other wounds
in the best way I was capable and
according to the Captain’s [Smith’s]
directions, the ear being last, I told
him I could do nothing for his ear.
‘0, you must try to stitch it up some
way or other,” said he. Then I put in
my needle stitching it through and
through and over and over, laying the
lacerated paris together as nice as I
could with my hands.”

Smith bore the marks of this
encounter for the rest of his life, His
eyebrow had been torn away, his face
scarred, and his ear torn and scarred.
Until now, Jed had always kept his
hair closely cropped and was clean-
shaven in atime when most men wore
beards. He continued to shave regu-
larly, but let his hair grow a little to
try to cover up the scars.

The obvious leadership abilities
of Diah led to a partnership with
Ashley, then later with William Sub-
lette and David E. Jackson. Smith-
Sublette-Jackson dominated the
American fur trade in the late 1820’s;
Jed, at 27, was the senior partner.

In 1826 Smith set out toward the
southwest from the Cache Valley
rendezvous above Utah’s Great Salt
Lake. Finding no beaver, Jedediah’s

party of 15 entered what he called “a
Country of Starvation.” Crossing the
Colorado River into northwestern
Arizona, short of food and water, they
providentially stumbled onto a settle-
ment of hospitable Mojave Indians.
Resupplied, and told that Califor-
nia’s Catholic missions were not far
distant, the travelers ventured into
the bleached desert. Fifteen days later
they found San Gabriel, a refreshing
contrast with its well-watered
orchards of apples, peaches, oranges,
and figs.

But California was Mexican terri-
tory. Jedediah was an illegal alien in
a foreign country. His achievement of
reaching the coast overland alarmed
the California authorities, for they
correctly foresaw the wave of
American westward migration which
would follow. While his men enjoyed
the luxury of being guests at the mis-
sion, Smith was taken to San Diego
for questioning by Governor-General
Jose Maria de Echeandia, “a suspi-
cious martinet of a man.” The Mexi-
can leader assumed, naturally, that
Smith and his party were spies; the
journals Smith and clerk Harrison
Rogers kept confirmed this to him.
Jedediah escaped imprisonment only
by the intercession of three American
ship captains.

Smith’'s  expedition spent the
winter of 1826 in the San Joaquin
Valley. Leaving most of the men in a
camp on the Staniglaus River, Jed,
Robert Evans, and Silas Gobel then
made the historic crossing of the
Sierra Nevada range. On the other
side they nearly died in the torrid
desert, yet Diah’s calm perseverance
enabled them to survive. On June 25,
1827, Evan’s strength gave out, Tem-
porarily abandoning him, Smith and
Gobel continued in search of water.
Three miles ahead they found some,
then rushed back to save the life of
Evans. Reaching the flooded Jordan
River on the southern edge of the
Great Salt Lake, Smith assembled a
makeshift raft of reeds. Holding the
towrope between his teeth, Jedediah
pulled the other two and their pos-
sessions across the current. When
the trio arrived at the Bear Lake
rendezvous July 3, a cannon salute
greeted them, for they had long been
given up as dead.

During these hazardous treks, Jed
felt his keen need of Christian fellow-
ship. He wrote often of his desire to
retire from trapping and join his
family back in civilization. To his
elder brother Ralph, Smith wrote, “I
say, pray for me, my brother, and may
He, before Whom not a sparrow falls
without notice, bring us, in His own
good time, together again.” He regu-
larly sent money home, commenting
that ‘“Providence had made him






