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Killing Rattlesnakes on Rattlesnake Hill from Wild Life in the Rocky Mountains by D.K. Thomas. Courtesy LDS Archives.
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V. Bruised Heads & Heels

In writing of his brushes with snakes along the pioneer trail to Utah, A. Milton
Musser hearkened back to the scriptural story of the accursed serpent who beguiled Eve.
As written in the Book of Moses in the Pearl of Great Price, man was given the ability to
“bruise” the serpent’s head while the serpent “shalt bruise his heel.” When Isaac Groo
was walking through the prairie grass on his way to Utah in 1854, he happened upon a
“monstrous” rattlesnake, coiled up in position to strike, so he cut a stick with which, he
wrote in his diary, he “bruised” the serpent’s head.’ In the course of crossing the plains,
both heels of people and heads of snakes, in the vernacular of the scriptures, were

“bruised.”

The Nebraska plains were thick with
prairie rattlesnakes. From Loup Fork on
the east to Scott’s Bluff on the west, the
ground was alive with vipers. Emigrants
had to be wary of where they stepped.
Although numerous people and animals
received bites during the trek west, there
were only two recorded deaths: a mule
and a cow." A survey of extant Utah pio-
neer narratives uncovered seven snake
bites of people and five of livestock (mule,

cow, horse, and oxen). Considering the
frequency of snake encounters, it is to be
wondered that there weren’t more.
Nathaniel Fairbanks was the first
Mormon emigrant en route to Utah to be
bitten by a rattlesnake. Traveling in
Brigham Young’s vanguard company in
1847, Fairbanks and several other pioneers
climbed into the bluffs above the Platte
River.’ They came upon a large rattlesnake
and began teasing it “to make it mad.”
Fairbanks was bitten by the snake on the
back of his left leg. By the time he
returned to camp, he was suffering much
with pain. He said he “felt the effects of it
all over his body,” mentioning that “three
minutes after he was bit he felt a pricking
in his lungs.”” His tongue was dry, his leg
swollen and his vision dimmed, and he
complained much of a pain in his stom-
ach. Luke Johnson “immediately applied
a corn meal mush Poultice, with Tincture
of Lobelia and... at the same time giving
him a Lobelia Emetic.”® They also gave
him “some alcohol and water.”” After
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being treated with these remedies,
Fairbanks continued to suffer and called upon some of the brethren to give him a priest-
hood blessing. Heber C. Kimball helped administer to him, writing, “I went over to his
wagon, and with President Young and Elder [Ezra T.] Benson laid hands on him.”"
Wilford Woodruff wrote that he “soon was better.”"

A few days before this snake bite incident, Brigham Young heard a snake’s rattle
while riding his horse. The horse stepped away from the snake, but Thomas Woolsey,
following on foot, missed being bitten by only a few inches when the snake struck.
Brigham Young told John S. Higbee to shoot the snake. After killing it, Higbee cut off
the snake’s head and kicked it into a nearby creek which President Young named “Rattle
Snake Creek.”” In succeeding years, both Mormon and non-Mormon travelers referred
to the creek by this name as it was so identified in Clayton’s popular Emigrants’ Guide."
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Luke Johnson

Melvin L. Bashore

In 1848, when Brigham Young was leading a second large company of pioneers to
Utah, Eleazer Miller’s mare was bitten by a rattlesnake. The captain decided that the
entire camp should halt for a day, hoping that the horse would be able to continue trav-
eling the next day. When Brigham Young was informed about the reason for the delay,
he advised them that “it would not do to stop a whole co. because a Horse was bitt by
a snake.” He counseled Miller to mix turpentine with tobacco, to wash the wound, and
pray for the animal’s recovery. With this treatment and faith, they should be able then
to continue on. He reasoned that if the company were to stay until the next morning,
“they will likely have More horses bit.” Miller had so little faith in President Young’s
counsel that, in a fit of discouragement, he gave his injured horse to John Wakeley.
Wakeley explicitly followed President Young’s remedy and counsel to pray in faith and
was able to lead the horse to that night's encampment, a distance of 12 more miles over
a sandy road."

The sand hills of Nebraska were considered one of the most diffi-
cult stretches of the trail. Those not pushing handcarts generally
walked in advance of the wheeled carts. Mary Bathgate, an elderly
Scottish sister who had worked in the coal pits for years, led the walk-
ing troop of Daniel D. McArthur’s 1856 handcart company along this
sandy stretch of trail. An energetic woman over 60 years old, she
marched swinging her cane over her head, shouting “Huree for the
handkerts.”” This feisty ringleader of the walking brigade was a half-
mile in advance of the carts when she was bitten on the back of her leg
just above the ankle by a large rattlesnake. Within a half hour, her leg
had swelled to four times its normal size."

When notified of her accident, some men in the trailing company
hastened to administer and care for her. When they reached her she
was quite sick, but attested that she knew “there was power in the
Priesthood.” So they cut the wound open with a pocket knife and squeezed out all the
bad blood they could. Sister Bathgate had forethought enough to tie her garter around
her leg above the wound to restrict the circulation of the venom in her blood. The
brethren “anointed her leg and head,” laying their “hands on her in the name of Jesus”
and rebuked the influence of the poison, and “she felt full of faith.” The men told her
she would have to ride in the wagon. For her, it was a point of pride that she had walked
the entire distance from the Iowa camp ground. She asked for witnesses to testify “that
she did not get into the wagon until she was compelled to by the cursed snake.”
Although the narratives didn’t tell what happened to the snake after biting Sister
Bathgate, one can imagine this lively woman may have employed her cane in a bit of pit
viper “head-bruising.” She was feeling well long before they reached
the valley and it was Captain McArthur’s testimony that “nothing but
the power of God saved” the feisty Scotch woman."”

In the Willie handcart company, Ellen Cantwell, a 7-year-old girl,
was bitten on the first two fingers of her right hand by a large rat-
tlesnake while playing in the sand. Her father wrote that they “had
great difficulty in saving her.””® To treat her they used “a mixture of
powder and lard externally and some whisky internally.” She slept
soundly afterwards, but suffered from the effects of the bite for several
months. In another company, an oxen that had been bitten by a rat-
tlesnake was treated with whiskey and a tobacco poultice.”

Whiskey was in common usage on the frontier and was probably
carried in most Mormon wagon companies. It served its purpose as a
practical medicine and was particularly valued as a painkiller for snake
bites. One pioneer company hadn’t ventured too far out onto the plains when they were
intercepted by a man running up to them. Curiously enough, they were near a place on
the trail named Whiskey Point. Greatly excited, he explained that his child had been bit-
ten by a rattlesnake and he wanted some whiskey “very bad.” The company gave him
some and he ran off and “was soon out of sight.” Shortly after the company camped for
the night, half a dozen men came running into the wagon company’s camp. As these
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excited (and hopeful) men told them, “some more snakes had inserted their poisonous
fangs into them, or their wives.” However the pioneers were not to be taken in twice on
this trick and spiritlessly sent the men packing.”

Journals and pioneer narratives are peppered with stories of close encounters with
snakes and near misses from snake bites. Upon waking in the morning after a stormy
night, John Lee Jones found his bedding was completely saturated. Having bedded
down in a low place, Jones wrote, he “had been lying in two inches of Water all Night.”
Curled up between he and Edward Perry, his tent companion, were two large black
snakes, each about two feet long. During the downpour, they had crawled in the tent to
get out of the rain. Upon informing his tent-mate of the situation, his companion cata-
pulted out, leaving the snakes “Sole Possessors of the Bed.”

The artist Frederick Piercy, who published handsome drawings of his trek across the
plains, was surprised by a long snake that glided past his nose while he was lying down
drinking water from a creek. Piercy admitted, “Had a professor of gymnastics been pre-
sent, it is my opinion he would have spoken favourably of the rapidity with which I
sprang to my feet.”” While camped at Ash
Hollow, a young man was detailed to
watch and herd the cattle. Being very tired
he fell asleep, but was roused by the sound
of something rattling. He was frozen in
fear by the nearby rattlesnake poised to
strike, but finally made a quick spring out
of harm’s way. He wrote, “Fortunately for
his snakeship there was nothing I could
kill him with than a buffalo chip.”*

The pioneers wrote of their fearful
feelings about the slithering serpents. A
British woman was afflicted at night with
“terror of the snakes skurring around us”
on the barren plains, which fears caused
her to yearn for “merry England.”” At the
sight of a dead rattlesnake, the first such
snake George Beard had ever seen, he
confessed, “it caused a peculiar feeling and a shudder to go over me.” One company
was setting up camp for the night when the general cry of “Snakes!” sent the camp into
commotion. “We found the whole country alive with them,” an immigrant in the com-
pany wrote. Inevitably and understandably, “our only show was to take what water we
could, and hurry away from the place, leaving the snakes.””

In addition to their fears, Utah’s pioneers harbored several curious notions about rat-
tlesnakes. Not unexpectedly, it was commonly believed that the number of rattles indi-
cated the age of a snake.” Wilford Woodruft believed that a man could be poisoned by
some species of snakes that spit venom.” Thomas Bullock, traveling in Brigham Young’s
vanguard company, sent some rattles from a snake back to his wife in Winter Quarters.
He wrote her that he had been told that “wearing a Snake’s rattle will cure the head
ache. At any rate it will not hurt you to put it in your cap & keep it.”*" Such information
was gleaned from rural tradition and folklore.

Snakes were part of the trail experience, an element of travel that many would rather
have done without. For some trail-hardened teamsters, snakes provided a serviceable
purpose. It was not easy to manage a team of oxen. One teamster wrote, “We used whips
aplenty.” He confided that when the whips wore out, they used to see if they could find
a big snake. After killing the snake, they would shove a stick in its mouth and use the
dead snake for a whip.” Such a display of disinterested practicality on the part of this
teamster is wondrous to contemplate. The crack of a genuine bull snake bull-whip
might certainly have added appeal in bringing road-weary oxen to step a little more live-
ly. Snakes underfoot and whip-cracking overhead an aspect of trail travel that generat-
ed uneasiness in both man and beast. ¥

(Melvin L. Bashore is a writer and librarian living in Riverton, Utah.)
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