Excerpt from the book: Brother Van by Alson Jesse Smith

In the late fall of 1832 four travel stained, half starved Indians appeared on the streets of Saint Louis and asked certain startled citizens, in broken English, where they might find the "White Man's Book of Heaven."  They were quickly hustled off to General William Clark, the old explorer, who was then superintendent of Indian affairs at St. Louis.  To him they unfolded an amazing story. 

They were, they said, members of the Nez Perce tribe, and they had been chosen by the rest of the tribe to make the two thousand mile trip from the Northwest to St. Louis in order to bring back the sacred book that told about the white man’s God, and white teachers to interpret it.  They had learned of the book from the Hudson’s Bay Company explorers and traders, and their fathers had heard General Clark himself attribute the white man’s magic skills to his religion.  To get this book and the teachers they had traveled for seven months on foot through a wilderness inhabited by hostile tribes and fraught with unknown natural dangers.  One had died on the way. 

General Clark greeted the pilgrims cordially but did not pay much attention to their strange tale.  He had not paid much attention to anyone’s stories since the year 1803, when he and Meriwether Lewis had been solemnly warned by Thomas Jefferson that they would in all likelihood encounter in their travels live specimens of mastodon whose bones had been found in the great salt licks of Kentucky.  He entertained his visitors lavishly during the winter and took them to his own church – the Roman Catholic.  But he did not concern himself particularly with their mission.

Two of the Indians died during the winter, and the other two decided to return to the Northwest in the spring.  Before they departed they were tendered a final banquet by the general, and one of them made a moving speech which was received with mixed emotions by their host.

“I came to you over the trail of many moons from the setting sun.  You were the friends of my fathers, who have all gone the long way.  I came with an eye partly open for my people who sit in darkness.  I go back with both eyes closed.  How could I go back blind to my blind people?  I made my way to you with strong arms through many enemies and strange lands that I might carry much back to them.  I go with both arms and empty.  Two fathers came with us.  They were the braves of many winters and wars.  We leave them asleep here by your great water and wigwams.  They were tried in many moons and their moccasins wore out.”

“My people sent me to get the white man’s Book of Heaven.  You took me to where they worship the Great Spirit with candles, but the book was not there.  You showed me the images of the Great Spirit and the pictures of the good land beyond, but the book was not among them to tell us the way.  I am going back the long trail to my people in the dark land.  You make my feet heavy with gifts, and my moccasins will grow old carrying them, and yet the book is not among them.  When I tell my poor, blind people, after 

the more snow, in the Big Council, that I did not bring the book, no word will be spoken by our old men or by our young braves.  One by one they will rise up and go out in darkness, and they will go a long path to their hunting grounds.  No white man will go with them, and no white man’s Book of Heaven will make the way plain.  I have no more words.” 

These moving words were copied down by one of the guests at the banquet and sent back east.  The two braves, “The Rabbit-Skin-Leggings” and “No-Horns-on-His-Head,” started sadly homeward.  The latter died when they reached the mouth of the Yellowstone, the former alone returning from the pilgrimage on which five had embarked.  Portraits of these two by George Catlin, a celebrated painter of Indian portraits who accompanied them part way, now hang in the National Gallery in Washington. 

When the story of the banquet was published in the eastern newspapers, it resulted in a great wave of missionary activity.  The Catholics sent our Father DeSmet to the Pacific Northwest.  The American Board (Congregational) dispatched the Rev. Samuel Parker to Oregon in 1835, and he took with him a physician by the name of Marcus Whitman, whose fame was to eclipse his own.  The Methodists invited the Rev. Jason Lee to take charge of the mission they proposed to establish in Oregon.  Other denominations also took steps to get the white man’s “Book of Heaven” in the hands of the Indians. 

Oregon got most of the attention: and the Nez Perce, who had started the whole thing, was largely ignored.  The Oregon Trail had made the territory fairly accessible to missionaries.  But stretching its vast bulk of mountains, rivers, and plains for 550 miles along the top of this wild and beautiful country between the sluggish Missouri and the salt sea was the wildest and most beautiful of all - the land the Indians called “Shining Mountains” and Spaniards simply  “Montana.”  No Oregon Trail opened the way here, and only the bravest or the most foolhardy of the westbound pioneers dared try to pierce the frowning mountain shield that guarded it to the west and south or the freezing, treeless plains that stretched along its eastern boundary.  

