
Early Se ttle rs  Along th e  M is s is s ippi

BY JOH N JAMES AUDUBON

Alth ough  e ve ry Europe an trave le r w h o h as glide d dow n th e  M iss iss ippi 
at th e  rate  of te n m ile s an h our h as told h is tale  of th e  sq uatte rs, ye t none  
h as give n any oth e r account of th e m  th an th at th e y are  "a sallow , s ick ly-
look ing sort of m ise rable  be ing," living in sw am ps and subsisting on 
pignuts, Indian corn, and be ar's fle sh . It is obvious, h ow e ve r, th at none  but 
a pe rson acquainte d w ith  th e ir h istory, m anne rs, and condition can give  
any re al inform ation re spe cting th e m .

Th e  individuals w h o be com e  sq uatte rs ch oose  th at sort of life  of th e ir 
ow n fre e  w ill. Th e y m ostly re m ove  from  oth e r parts of th e  Unite d State s 
afte r finding th at land h as be com e  too h igh  in price , and th e y are  pe rsons 
w h o, h aving a fam ily of strong and h ardy ch ildre n, are  anxious to e nable  
th e m  to provide  for th e m se lve s. Th e y h ave  h e ard from  good auth oritie s th at 
th e  country e xte nding along th e  gre at stre am s of th e  W e st is of all parts of 
th e  Union th e  rich e st in its soil, th e  grow th  of its tim be r, and th e  
abundance  of its gam e ; th at, be s ide s, th e  M iss iss ippi is th e  gre at road to 
and from  all th e  m ark e ts in th e  w orld; and th at e ve ry ve sse l borne  by its 
w ate rs affords to se ttle rs som e  ch ance  of se lling th e ir com m oditie s , or of 
e xch anging th e m  for oth e rs. To th e se  re com m e ndations is adde d anoth e r, 
of e ve n gre ate r w e igh t w ith  pe rsons of th e  above  de nom ination, nam e ly, 
th e  prospe ct of be ing able  to se ttle  on land, and pe rh aps to h old it for a 
num be r of ye ars, w ith out purch ase , re nt, or tax of any k ind. H ow  m any 
th ousands of individuals in all parts of th e  globe  w ould gladly try th e ir 
fortune  w ith  such  prospe cts I le ave  to you, re ade r, to de te rm ine .

As I am  not dispose d too h igh ly to color th e  picture  w h ich  I am  about 
to subm it to your inspe ction, inste ad of pitch ing on individuals w h o h ave  
re m ove d from  our e aste rn boundarie s , and of w h om  ce rtainly th e re  are  a 
good num be r, I s h all introduce  to you th e  m e m be rs of a fam ily from  
Virginia, first giving you an ide a of th e ir condition in th at country pre vious 
to th e ir m igration to th e  W e st. Th e  land w h ich  th e y and th e ir ance stors 
h ave  posse sse d for a h undre d ye ars, h aving be e n constantly force d to 
produce  crops of one  k ind or anoth e r, is com ple te ly w orn out. It e xh ibits 
only a supe rficial laye r of re d clay, cut up by de e p ravine s, th rough  w h ich  
m uch  of th e  soil h as be e n conve ye d to som e  m ore  fortunate  ne igh bor 
re s iding in a ye t rich  and be autiful valle y. Th e ir stre nuous e fforts to re nde r 

add to th e ir conve nie nce  or com fort, and w ith  ligh t h e arts procure  a 
passage  on th e  uppe r de ck  of a ste am e r, at a ve ry ch e ap rate  on account of 
th e  be ne fit of th e ir labor in tak ing in w ood or oth e rw ise .

And now  th e  ve sse l approach e s th e ir h om e . Se e  th e  joyous m oth e r and 
daugh te rs as th e y stand on th e  bank ! A store  of ve ge table s lie s around 
th e m , a large  tub of fre sh  m ilk  is at th e ir fe e t, and in th e ir h ands are  plate s 
fille d w ith  rolls of butte r. As th e  ste am e r stops, th re e  broad straw  h ats are  
w ave d from  th e  uppe r de ck , and soon h usband and w ife , broth e rs and 
siste rs, are  in e ach  oth e r's e m brace . Th e  boat carrie s off th e  provisions for 
w h ich  value  h as be e n le ft, and as th e  captain issue s h is orde rs for putting 
on th e  ste am , th e  h appy fam ily e nte r th e ir h um ble  dw e lling. Th e  h usband 
give s h is bag of dollars to th e  w ife , w h ile  th e  sons pre se nt som e  tok e n of 
affe ction to th e  s iste rs. Sure ly, at such  a m om e nt, th e  sq uatte rs are  rich ly 
re paid for all th e ir labors.

Eve ry succe ss ive  ye ar h as incre ase d th e ir savings. Th e y now  posse ss a 
large  stock  of h orse s, cow s, and h ogs, w ith  abundance  of provisions and 
dom e stic com fort of e ve ry k ind. Th e  daugh te rs h ave  be e n m arrie d to th e  
sons of ne igh boring sq uatte rs, and h ave  gaine d s iste rs to th e m se lve s by th e  
m arriage  of th e ir broth e rs. Th e  gove rnm e nt se cure s to th e  fam ily th e  lands 
on w h ich , tw e nty ye ars be fore , th e y se ttle d in pove rty and sick ne ss. Large r 
buildings are  e re cte d on pile s, se cure  from  inundations; w h e re  a s ingle  
cabin once  stood, a ne at village  is now  to be  se e n; w are h ouse s, store s, and 
w ork s h ops incre ase  th e  im portance  of th e  place . Th e  sq uatte rs live  
re spe cte d, and in due  tim e  die  re gre tte d by all w h o k ne w  th e m .

Th us are  th e  vast frontie rs of our country pe ople d, and th us doe s 
cultivation, ye ar afte r ye ar, e xte nd ove r th e  w e ste rn w ilds. Tim e  w ill no 
doubt be , w h e n th e  gre at valle y of th e  M iss iss ippi, still cove re d w ith  
prim e val fore st inte rspe rse d w ith  sw am ps, w ill sm ile  w ith  cornfie lds and 
orch ards, w h ile  crow de d citie s w ill rise  at inte rvals along its bank s, and 
e nligh te ne d nations w ill re joice  in th e  bountie s of Provide nce .

Along w ith  th e  le tte rpre s s  of h is  Ornith ological Biograph y Audubon include d 
article s h e  calle d "Episode s", one  follow ing e ve ry five  article s de scribing spe cie s  
of birds . Th e  e s says  w e re  not pre s e nt in late r printings but th is  one  w as printe d 
in various oth e r colle ctions such  as  South e rn Life  in South e rn Lite rature .

An online  ve rs ion of th is  w ork  is  available  at: 
 h ttp://e n.w ik isource .org/w ik i/Early_Se ttle rs_Along_th e _M ississippi

Th is  w ork  can be  fre e ly copie d and 
re distribute d.  Th e  te xt is  in th e  public 
dom ain w orldw ide  be caus e  th e  original 
auth or die d m ore  th an 100 ye ars  ago. 1



it productive  h ave  faile d. Th e y dispose  of e ve ryth ing too cum brous or 
e xpe nsive  for th e m  to re m ove , re taining only a fe w  h orse s, a se rvant or 
tw o, and such  im ple m e nts of h usbandry and oth e r article s as m ay be  
ne ce ssary on th e ir journe y or use ful w h e n th e y arrive  at th e  spot of th e ir 
ch oice .

I th ink  I se e  th e m  h arne ss ing th e ir h orse s and attach ing th e m  to th e ir 
w agons, w h ich  are  alre ady fille d w ith  be dding, provisions, and th e  younge r 
ch ildre n; w h ile  on th e ir outside  are  faste ne d spinning w h e e ls and loom s, 
and a buck e t fille d w ith  tar and tallow  sw ings be tw ixt th e  h ind w h e e ls. 
Se ve ral axe s are  se cure d to th e  bolste r, and th e  fe e ding-trough  of th e  
h orse s contains pots, k e ttle s, and pans. Th e  se rvant now  be com e s a drive r, 
riding th e  ne ar saddle d h orse ; th e  w ife  is m ounte d on anoth e r; th e  w orth y 
h usband sh oulde rs h is gun; and h is sons, clad in plain, substantial 
h om e spun, drive  th e  cattle  ah e ad and le ad th e  proce ss ion, follow e d by th e  
h ounds and oth e r dogs. Th e ir day's journe y is s h ort and not agre e able . Th e  
cattle , stubborn or w ild, fre q ue ntly le ave  th e  road for th e  w oods, giving th e  
trave le rs m uch  trouble ; th e  h arne ss of th e  h orse s h e re  and th e re  give s w ay, 
and im m e diate  re pair is ne e de d. A bask e t w h ich  h as accide ntally droppe d 
m ust be  gone  afte r, for noth ing th at th e y h ave  can be  spare d. Th e  roads are  
bad, and now  and th e n all h ands are  calle d to push  on th e  w agon or 
pre ve nt it from  upse tting. Ye t by sunse t th e y h ave  proce e de d pe rh aps 
tw e nty m ile s. Fatigue d, all asse m ble  around th e  fire  w h ich  h as be e n 
ligh te d; suppe r is pre pare d, and cam p be ing run up, th e re  th e y pass th e  
nigh t.

Days and w e e k s , nay m onth s, of unre m itting toil pass be fore  th e y gain 
th e  e nd of th e  journe y. Th e y h ave  crosse d both  th e  Carolinas, Ge orgia, and 
Alabam a. Th e y h ave  be e n trave ling from  th e  be ginning of May to th at of 
Se pte m be r, and w ith  h e avy h e arts th e y trave rse  th e  ne igh borh ood of th e  
M iss iss ippi. But now , arrive d on th e  bank s of th e  broad stre am , th e y gaze  
in am aze m e nt on th e  dark , de e p w oods around th e m . Boats of various k inds 
th e y se e  gliding dow nw ard w ith  th e  curre nt, w h ile  oth e rs slow ly asce nd 
against it. A fe w  inq uirie s are  m ade  at th e  ne are st dw e lling, and assiste d by 
th e  inh abitants w ith  th e ir boats and canoe s, th e y at once  cross th e  rive r 
and se le ct th e ir place  of h abitation.

Th e  e xh alations ris ing from  th e  sw am ps and m orasse s around th e m  
h ave  a pow e rful e ffe ct on th e se  ne w  se ttle rs, but all are  inte nt on pre paring 
for th e  w inte r. A sm all patch  of ground is cle are d by th e  ax and fire , a 
te m porary cabin is e re cte d; to e ach  of th e  cattle  is attach e d a be ll be fore  it 
is le t loose  into th e  ne igh boring cane brak e , and th e  h orse s re m ain about 
th e  h ouse , w h e re  th e y find sufficie nt food at th at se ason. Th e  first trading 
boat th at stops at th e ir landing e nable s th e m  to provide  th e m se lve s w ith  

som e  flour, fis h h ook s, and am m unition, as w e ll as oth e r com m oditie s . Th e  
loom s are  m ounte d, th e  spinning w h e e ls soon furnis h  yarn, and in a fe w  
w e e k s th e  fam ily th row  off th e ir ragge d cloth e s and array th e m se lve s in 
suits adapte d to th e  clim ate . Th e  fath e r and sons m e anw h ile  h ave  sow n 
turnips and oth e r ve ge table s, and from  som e  Ke ntuck y flatboat a supply of 
live  poultry h as be e n purch ase d.

Octobe r tinge s th e  le ave s of th e  fore st; th e  m orning de w s are  h e avy, 
th e  days h ot and th e  nigh ts ch ill; and th e  unacclim atize d fam ily in a fe w  
days are  attack e d w ith  ague . Th e  linge ring dise ase  alm ost prostrate s th e ir 
w h ole  facultie s. Fortunate ly th e  unh e alth y se ason soon passe s ove r, and 
th e  h oarfrosts m ak e  th e ir appe arance . Gradually e ach  individual re cove rs 
stre ngth . Th e  large st ash  tre e s are  fe lle d, th e ir trunk s are  cut, split, and 
corde d in front of th e  building; a large  fire  is ligh te d at nigh t on th e  e dge  of 
th e  w ate r; and soon a ste am e r calls to purch ase  th e  w ood and th us add to 
th e ir com forts during th e  w inte r. Th is first fruit of th e ir industry im parts 
ne w  courage  to th e m ; th e ir e xe rtions m ultiply; and w h e n spring re turns th e  
place  h as a ch e e rful look . Ve nison, be ar's fle sh , and turk e ys, duck s, and 
ge e se , w ith  now  and th e n som e  fis h , h ave  se rve d to k e e p up th e ir stre ngth , 
and now  th e ir e nlarge d fie ld is plante d w ith  corn, potatoe s, and pum pk ins. 
Th e ir stock  of cattle  too h as augm e nte d; th e  ste am e r w h ich  now  stops 
th e re , as if by pre fe re nce , buys a calf or pig toge th e r w ith  th e ir w ood. Th e ir 
store  of provisions is re ne w e d, and brigh te r rays of h ope  e nlive n th e ir 
spirits.

W h o is h e  of th e  se ttle rs on th e  M iss iss ippi th at cannot re alize  som e  
profit? Truly none  w h o is industrious. W h e n th e  autum nal m onth s re turn, 
all are  be tte r pre pare d to e ncounte r th e  ague  w h ich  th e n pre vails. 
Substantial food, suitable  cloth ing, and abundant firing re pe l its attack s; 
and be fore  anoth e r tw e lve m onth  h as e lapse d th e  fam ily is naturalize d. Th e  
sons h ave  by th is tim e  discove re d a sw am p cove re d w ith  e xce lle nt tim be r, 
and as th e y h ave  se e n m any gre at rafts of saw  logs, bound for th e  m ills of 
Ne w  Orle ans, floating past th e ir dw e lling, th e y re solve  to try th e  succe ss of 
a little  e nte rprise . Th e ir industry and prude nce  h ave  alre ady e nh ance d 
th e ir cre dit. A fe w  cross-saw s are  purch ase d, and som e  broad-w h e e le d 
"carry-logs" are  m ade  by th e m se lve s. Log afte r log is h aule d to th e  bank  of 
th e  rive r, and in a sh ort tim e  th e ir first raft is m ade  on th e  s h ore  and 
loade d w ith  cordw ood. W h e n th e  ne xt fre sh e t se ts it afloat, it is se cure d by 
long grape vine s or cable s until, th e  prope r tim e  be ing arrive d, th e  h usband 
and sons e m bark  on it and float dow n th e  m igh ty stre am .

Afte r e ncounte ring m any difficultie s th e y arrive  in safe ty at Ne w  
Orle ans, w h e re  th e y dispose  of th e ir stock , th e  m one y obtaine d for w h ich  
m ay be  said to be  all profit, supply th e m se lve s w ith  such  article s as m ay 
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