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George Edward Lemmon (1857-1945) lived a life full of significant achievements
and played an integral role in the growth and settlement of the northern Great Plains. A
renowned cowboy and cattleman, Lemmon saddle-handled more cattle than any man who
ever lived, bossed one of the nation’s largest roundups, operated an 865,000-acre lease on
the Standing Rock Indian Reservation and later became an inaugural member of the
National Cowboy Hall of Fame. Part of his early success came as a result of
trespassing—illegally grazing thousands of cattle—on the Great Sioux Reservation. Due
to his unparalleled cattle-handling skills and reputation as one of the region’s most
important stockmen, Lemmon came to be known as the “Dean of the Range.” In later life
he became a town builder, guiding the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad west
across the Missouri River and founding several communities. From the 1880s to the
1920s, Lemmon was the central figure on the northern Great Plains and left his mark on
the entire region. He was a juncture between two eras, one rooted in the nineteenth
century, the other in the twentieth. He represents the meeting point between Indians and
whites, between humans and the land, between cowboys and cattlemen and between the
dusty days on a western cattle trail and the development of settlements and “civilization.”
At the end of his life, the Great Plains—Ilike Lemmon himself—was different from the

start: not better, not worse, but distinctly changed.
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Figure 0.1. George Edward Lemmon, Founder of Lemmon, South Dakota.

Source: August Schatz, Longhorns Bring Culture (Boston: The Christopher Publishing
House, 1961), figure 3a.



Introduction

Perhaps no character in American history is as celebrated as the cowboy. Although his
heyday lasted for little more than a half-century, roughly 1850 to 1910, the cowboy has
become a lasting part of the culture of the United States. Westerns are fixtures of
American cinema. Cowboy boots and hats remain staples of modern fashion. Even in
the twenty-first century, many boys and girls grow up wanting to ride the range as
cowboys or cowgirls. Most of the folks who watch the films, buy the clothes or long for
a birthday pony forget just how difficult life in the saddle could be. Long, hot, dusty days
on a sweaty horse, trailing a herd of skittish, stubborn cattle probably did not seem very
romantic to the young men who woke several hours before dawn to the prospect of
spending twenty hours in the saddle. Cowboy life is an abstract fantasy for many
Americans, and individual cowboys have captured our imaginations and informed our
nostalgic view of life on the open ranges of the American West. The Marlboro Man.
John Wayne. Will Rogers. Gene Autry. These men were not “real” cowboys, but they
made the difficult reality of life on the open range look heroic, fun, even sexy. As tough,
rugged men ready, willing and able to handle problems swiftly and justly without
assistance from anyone aside from a trusty horse, cowboys reflect many of the qualities
we would like to see in ourselves. Indeed, we Americans trust our firefighters, respect
our police officers and honor our soldiers. But we revere our cowboys.

Take, for instance, Charles Goodnight and Oliver Loving, cattle ranchers and
trailblazers who built their reputations gathering thousands of mavericks—wild,
unbranded cattle—on the West Texas ranges and delivering them to market. They have

achieved almost mythical status as pioneers of the American West, larger-than-life
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figures who defined what a cowboy should be. These men popularized some of the tools

and tradecraft used by cowboys when trailing cattle—Goodnight invented the chuck
wagon and the duo are credited with founding the famous Goodnight-Loving trail, which
ran more than 2,000 miles from Texas to Wyoming—and established practices further
developed by the innovative cattlemen who followed them, including George Edward
Lemmon.'

Despite being one of the most widely recognized cattlemen on the northern Great
Plains during the late 1800s and entering the National Cowboy & Western Heritage
Museum’s Hall of Fame as a member of its second class—in 1958, along with Loving,
Stephen F. Austin, John Chisum and ‘Buffalo Bill” Cody—in the twenty-first century Ed
Lemmon’s name is virtually unknown outside the small, rural community of Lemmon,
South Dakota. Those who recognize his name tend to associate it with the town and its
school (appropriately, its mascot is the Cowboys), tucked in the middle of nowhere in the
far northwest corner of the state, almost 100 miles from the nearest stoplight. In spite of
Ed Lemmon’s relative obscurity, he led a life filled with significant accomplishments.
He helped found several towns, guided the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad west
across the Missouri River, operated the world’s largest fenced pasture, bossed one of the
nation’s largest cattle roundups and personally saddle-handled more cattle than any man

who ever lived. From the 1880s through the first decade of the 1900s, Lemmon was the

' J. Evetts Haley, Charles Goodnight: Cowman & Plainsman (Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 1949), 122, 198-216. Although the trail was named for Goodnight and Loving, historian William T.
Hagan notes that the trail route had already been established sometime before the famous cattlemen
travelled it. William Thomas Hagan, Charles Goodnight: Father of the Texas Panhandle (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 2007), 14.
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central figure in the open range cattle industry on northern Great Plains and like his more

famous counterparts, left his mark on an entire region.

Lemmon’s accomplishments in and of themselves are worthy of recognition, but
his story is more than a series of interesting anecdotes. Many of the common themes that
define the plains—among them, cattle ranching, buffalo, Indians, cowboys, railroads, and
boomtowns—are reflected in his life and experiences. Born in 1857, Lemmon played an
integral role in the growth and settlement of the region stretching from southern Nebraska
north to the Canadian prairie provinces and from the Missouri River west into Wyoming
and Montana. In his twilight Lemmon began recording his thoughts, insights, and
experiences on a wide range of topics, including Indian-white relations, railroad
construction, the nuances of proper cattle handling, banking and business, town founding,
relationships with women and family, the sheep industry, statehood, county seat battles,
temperance, the transition from the nineteenth to the twentieth century, the shift from
open range cattle ranching to fenced pastures, World War I, the Great Depression and
World War II. In many ways his life paralleled the early development of the northern
Great Plains.

By the time of Lemmon’s death in 1945, historians had already attempted to
assess and interpret the significance of the region he had called home. In recent years,
scholars have engaged in an interesting debate regarding the American West—
specifically, the question has been whether “the West” is a geographical place or part of a
process that has helped to define the United States as a nation. Such a debate would no
doubt appear frivolous to many Great Plains residents; most could produce a map and

point out the West as easily as they could the Grand Canyon, the Rocky Mountains or the



Missouri River. Historians have a unique perspective, however, and in their company
even the geographical definition quickly becomes convoluted. Where exactly was the
American West in 1776? 1803? 1893? 1959? Have its boundaries remained constant or
have they changed over time? Such questions do not come with easy answers.

The debate between process and place originated in 1893 when a young historian
named Frederick Jackson Turner delivered an essay at the World’s Columbian Exposition
in Chicago titled, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History.” In his essay
Turner argued that the unsettled frontier had been the defining characteristic in American
History. The process of civilizing a “savage” land and its people had produced a unique
American identity. Further, the American frontier had officially closed as of the 1890
census, since the entire country now had a population density of at least two people per
square mile (the threshold, according to Turner) so the next chapter of American history
would be written—for the first time—without the backdrop of the frontier experience.

Since that moment historians have struggled to assess the validity of Turner’s
thesis. In the 1930s historian Walter Prescott Webb outlined clear boundaries for the
Great Plains, but also described processes that gave the region its character. Beginning in
the 1980s New Western historians such as Patricia Nelson Limerick, Donald Worster,
William Cronon, Richard White and Elliott West came to embrace the West as a place
rather than a process. Limerick was among the first to suggest such an approach,
asserting that Turner’s model overlooked the contributions of a number of important
actors, including women, Indians and ethnic groups. Worster and Cronon have also
argued for the West as a place, citing the role of the environment in how Americans used

the land and its resources. White and Elliott West have deepened this focus, spinning



complex webs of interactions built from a wide variety of sources to provide multi-
faceted interpretations of the West. During the exercise of determining the relationship
between process and place, the Great Plains has emerged as a fulcrum of the West’s
evolution. As the geographic midpoint of North America, it marks the transition between
the tallgrass prairies east of the 100™ meridian and the shortgrass prairies to the west. It
was home to Indians and habitat for buffalo, but became a haven for cowboys and
grazing lands for cattle. For many people, the Great Plains are the West. Ed Lemmon
put a human perspective on the changes that converged there.’

Lemmon’s experiences as a cowboy and cattleman taught him many things,
including the value of using Indian lands for personal gain. In the 1880s he and his
fellow cattlemen were among the few local non-Indians who opposed, rather than
supported, opening “excess” land on Indian reservations to white settlement. Lemmon
and others grazed thousands of cattle illegally on the Great Sioux Reservation in the
western half of what is now South Dakota, because the grass was free and they could
avoid paying taxes on cattle that were not grazing in an organized county. An “open”
reservation would end these activities. He also noted that rather than serving as a conduit
for the development of the territory, large cattle ranchers made a concerted effort to

prevent settlers from entering the Great Plains. They tried to restrict settlement because,

? William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton &
Company, 1991); Patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American
West (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1987); Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the
Frontier in American History, Edited by Harold P. Simonson (New York: Frederick Ungar Publishing
Company, 1963); Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Boston: Ginn and Company, 1931); Elliott
West, The Way to the West (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995); Richard White, “It’s
Your Misfortune and None of My Own:”” A New History of the American West (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1991); and Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the
American West (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985).
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like the Indians, the cattlemen knew the arrival of homesteaders would lead to the end of

their way of life.

Even though Lemmon had thousands of cattle trespassing on the reservation, he
enjoyed an amicable relationship with the Oglala Lakota Sioux Indians in the southern
part of the Great Sioux Reservation. Lakotas (Teton)—one of the three divisions of the
Sioux nation, including the Dakotas (Santee) and Nakotas (Yankton)—were comprised of
seven different bands, the Oglala, Hunkpapa, Sihasapa (Blackfoot), Miniconjou, Sicangu
(Brule), Itazipco (Sans Arc) and Oohenumpa (Two Kettles).” Lemmon knew and
interacted with members of several Lakota bands. His dealings with Oglalas were unique
for a cattleman illegally using reservation grass, and his friendships with chiefs Red
Cloud and Young Man Afraid of His Horses enabled him to utilize their lands with little
formal opposition. A few years later he also won a lease of more than 800,000 acres on
the Standing Rock Indian Reservation in the extreme northeastern portion of the old
Great Sioux Reservation, which became the world’s largest fenced pasture. Although he
faced initial opposition from the Hunkpapa and Sihasapa Lakotas who called it home,
Lemmon again developed a relationship with the Indians and earned their respect.

His contacts extended into the railroad industry as well. Lemmon’s intimate
knowledge of the landscape made finding an appropriate route for a railroad line west of
the Missouri River an easy task; for his assistance, Lemmon received a choice town site
and gleaned knowledge of the railroad’s proposed route, which facilitated his expansion
into other business ventures, including banking and real estate. Lemmon’s intelligence,

hard work and charisma earned him a substantial personal fortune as he helped guide the

3 Donovan Arleigh Sprague, Images of America: Standing Rock Sioux (Great Britain: Arcadia
Publishing, 2004), 7.



development of the northern Great Plains. But in the end, his personal success was
fleeting. Like many old cowboys he died penniless, though the effects of Lemmon’s role
in building the region can be seen to this day.

Throughout his life, Lemmon was known by a number of different nicknames.
As a child, his friends called him “Dutch” because he was “about as broad as I was long”
and “Buckskin Ed” for the fringed buckskin suit he wore. As an adult, Red Cloud
dubbed him Huste (meaning “lame” in Lakota), or “Crooked Hip” as Lemmon translated
it, because of his severely crippled right leg, which he broke several times. Some of his
cowboys corrupted the name Huste into “Usta,” while many of his friends and peers
simply called him Ed. Sioux Indians on the Standing Rock Reservation referred to
Lemmon as Taspaze (meaning “yellow apple”), since the Lakota language had no word
for “lemon.”® His children and the citizens of the town he founded called him “Dad,”
because just as he was a father to his three sons, he was the father of the town as well
(even in the twenty-first century, many residents still refer to “Dad” Lemmon). Later he
came to be known as the “Dean of the Range” for his renowned cattle-handling skills and
because he was “easily the most widely known cattleman on the western range.” And
since the 1969 publication of Nellie Snyder Yost’s collection of Ed’s stories, titled Boss
Cowman, some refer to Lemmon by that appellation, even though he never used it while

alive.’

* In Lakota, the phrase is “t’aspan zi p’a.” “T’aspan” means apple and “zi” means “yellow,” thus
the Americanized version became, Taspaze, or “Yellow Apple.”

3 Bert L. Hall, Roundup Years: Black Hills to Big Muddy, Western South Dakota Buck-A-Roos
Limited Centennial Edition, (Pierre, SD: State Publishing Company, 2000), 19, 300-301. Yost came up
with the term, “Boss Cowman” on her own. No evidence suggests that Lemmon was ever referred to by
this title at any time and no other source refers to Lemmon as such. The city of Lemmon hosts a “Boss
Cowman” celebration and rodeo each year, in honor of G.E. Lemmon. This event began after Yost
published Lemmon’s writings and took its name from the book.
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The variety of monikers bestowed upon Ed Lemmon speak volumes about his life

and legacy. He was a cowboy, cattleman, reservation trespasser, guide, town builder,
land speculator, banker, sheep rancher and eventually, a pauper. Yet above all, Lemmon
was a crossroads. He was a juncture between two eras, one rooted in the nineteenth
century, the other in the twentieth. He represents the meeting point between Indians and
whites, between humans and the land, between cowboys and cattlemen and between the
dusty days on a western cattle trail and the development of settlements and “civilization.”
His life reflected the growth and changes of the Great Plains—overcoming adversity, the
roots to a certain place, violent conflict, the triumph that comes with hard work and the
devastating failures that accompany bad decisions—and he was one of the most
important individuals guiding its progress. At the end of his life, the Great Plains—Ilike
Lemmon himself—were different from the start: not better, not worse, but distinctly

changed. Lemmon was the process in the place.



Chapter |: Beginnings

As George Edward Lemmon guided his horse-drawn buggy toward the top of a tall butte
in south-central North Dakota in early May 1902, he basked in the glory of his wealth
and power. A few weeks earlier the seasoned cattleman had secured a private meeting
with President Theodore Roosevelt to request a cattle grazing lease on the Standing Rock
Indian Reservation, which straddled the North Dakota-South Dakota state line. Early on
that spring morning, Lemmon harnessed a team and headed out for Leaf-on-the-Hill
Creek to survey his new empire: 800,000 acres of prime grassland, to which he had
acquired grazing rights for the next five years. As he drove to the top of the butte,
Lemmon took in the grandeur of his hard-earned kingdom, which extended in every
direction as far as the eye could see. Rolling grasslands, steep draws, wooded river-
bottoms, broken badlands, and majestic buttes caught his eye as he slowly made his way
to the summit. Once on top, he stopped his team, “stood up in my buggy, drew a long
breath of fresh air and shouted to the universe that I was Lord of all.”!

Lemmon had good reason to celebrate his achievements. His lease, which
covered an area larger than the state of Rhode Island, was the culmination of a thirty-year
rise from poor cowboy to respected cattleman. Lemmon’s success was a product of his

unlimited ambition, steadfast determination, strenuous effort and natural talent. He had a

' Belle Fourche Bee (BFB), 13 January 1933. Lemmon wrote more than 800 articles about his life,
many of which were published in the Bee during the 1930s and 1940s under the heading, “Developing the
West.” As Lemmon was a poor typist—he never used a typewriter until he was in his sixties—and often
wrote multiple copies of the same story for various other purposes, the versions published in the Bee are the
ones I cite. His papers, which include hundreds of sheets of typed stories, are located at the American
Heritage Center at the University of Wyoming, the Wyoming State Historical Society, the Nebraska State
Historical Society, the Chester Fritz Library at the University of North Dakota, the Kansas State Historical
Society and in a private collection owned by Ed Texley of Hettinger, North Dakota. The Bee articles
Lemmon wrote between 1932 and 1936 are collected in Phyllis Schmidt, Editor, The West As | Lived It:
Stories by Ed Lemmon (Pierre: State Publishing Company, 2007).
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sixth sense about cattle—Lemmon always seemed to know how they would act in a

particular situation—and he was a hard worker. He started in the cattle business at
thirteen and by age twenty, had earned a position as a trail boss for a large cattle outfit.
In this capacity he demonstrated another talent: leading men.

Throughout his twenties Lemmon regularly led and directed teams of cowboys
several years older than himself. Standing only 5’5’ and weighing no more than 150
pounds, Lemmon did not have the physical size to garner immediate respect from his
men, but he displayed a determined intensity that quickly compensated for his small
stature. In addition to his modest size, Lemmon had a baby face, which combined with
his slight build made him appear much younger than his years. His thinning hair may
have hinted at his real age, but since he wore a hat for more than 18 hours on most days,
even as he approached the age of thirty few men thought him much older than a teenager.
Despite these physical limitations, Lemmon proved an effective leader who demonstrated
a powerful work ethic and natural, likable attitude. His even temper and cattle-handling
skill earned him widespread recognition as a capable leader and cattleman. Ed, as most
of his white friends called him, was intelligent, thoughtful and fun-loving. As one of his
cowboys noted, “his horses were fast, and so was he, and those of us young fellows who
were a little on the ‘wild cowboy’ order enjoyed working with Ed Lemmon’s outfit.
Everyone liked him.””

This likeability was more than a product of his engaging personality; his
achievements in the cattle industry were almost unequalled among cowboys. In 1897

Lemmon “bossed” one of the largest roundups ever staged. This huge undertaking—held

? Ike Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy: My Life in the Old Days (Lincoln, NE: Bison Books, 1958),
222; and BFB, 16 February 1934.
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on the Peno Flats near the Bad River in west-central South Dakota—included twenty

roundup wagons, 500 men and 50,000 cattle. On another occasion he “cut” (separated
them from the main herd) 900 cattle in a single day, “riding 8 horses to near exhaustion
in so doing.” At the 1905 National Live Stock Association annual meeting in Denver,
Association Secretary Charles Martin recognized Lemmon for having saddle-handled
more cattle than any other man who ever lived—over one million head.> By the early
1900s Lemmon owned a fifteen percent interest in 53,000 cattle, grazing them on what
was then the world’s largest fenced pasture.

Lemmon’s accomplishments were especially remarkable in light of his physical
condition, which in addition to his small size and youthful appearance included a severely
crippled right leg. The result of three separate breaks over thirty years in the saddle,
Lemmon’s shrunken, contorted appendage prevented him from achieving anything faster
than an unsightly hobble. The disfigured limb was apparent to all who met him, and led

the famous Oglala Sioux Chief Red Cloud to dub Lemmon Huste—meaning lame in

? According to Lemmon’s own account, this recognition took place in the corridor of the Brown
Palace Hotel, though it is not noted in any official National Live Stock Association documents. Lemmon
restated this assertion numerous times in his various writings and was never challenged on this point.
Lemmon would respond vigorously to claims that his public writings were inaccurate. Since his claim was
printed on at least four different occasions, it seems reasonable to assume that he received no public
challenge over these statements, or Lemmon would have responded in kind (he never did). In addition, Ike
Blasingame asserted that “Ed is said to have ‘saddle handled’ more cattle than any man in like position,”
which supports Lemmon’s contention. See G.E. Lemmon as told to Usher L. Burdick, History of the Range
Cattle Trade of the Dakotas (Unpublished Manuscript, in “Boss Cowman Ca. 1960-1969,” Call No. 01667,
American Heritage Center, Laramie, WY), 192; Wyoming State Archives (WSA) “Developing the West”
collection, MSS 691, Vol. 13, p. 5; and Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy, 221.

* Nellie Snyder Yost, Boss Cowman: The Recollections of Ed Lemmon, 1857-1946 (Lincoln, NE:
University of Nebraska Press, 1969), vii; Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy, 221-223; Mrs. Lloyd I. Sudlow,
Editor, Homestead Years, 1908-1968 (Bison, SD: The Bison Courier, 1968), 178; WSA, Vol. 13, p. 5;
BFB, 31 January 1936; BFB, 7 January 1938; and Life Magazine, Vol. 11, No. 14, 6 October 1941, 108-
109. Though Yost’s work is based on Lemmon’s personal papers, it is so heavily edited that it can only be
relied on for general reference.
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> Although slow on his feet, when

Lakota—or as Lemmon translated it, “Crooked Hip.
in the saddle he rode with a controlled recklessness that impressed other horsemen. One
cowboy said later, “Lemmon rode horses that were high-headed and thrashed around in a
roundup more than most cowmen liked.” But they kept a roundup moving quickly, and
“Ed Lemmon got the job done to [a] cowboy’s satisfaction . . . he was an easy man to
work with.”

Although he would surely have preferred two sound legs, Lemmon’s crippled
condition probably made him a better leader. He first broke his leg as a seventeen-year-
old in 1874. The break, which resulted from an accident on horseback, was a severe
compound fracture, which crushed the upper portion of his right leg. While still on
crutches from the previous year’s mishap, in 1875 Lemmon broke the leg again. This
second break—also the result of a riding accident—made him a permanent cripple; in
addition to crushing his partially healed leg once again, rheumatism set in and contorted
his leg into an unusual shape.” These accidents forced him to adapt in order to complete
many of the ground-based tasks a sound young cowboy could handle.

During roundups, for example, a horsebound cowboy roped a calf around its neck
and dragged it to the branding fire. While the fire heated the branding irons, one or two
other men wrestled the calf to the ground to position it for branding and/or castration.

These ground-based men also removed the rope from the calf, so the roper could catch

’ Blasingame notes, “The Indians called him Hoostay, which simply means ‘crippled” and they
held him in high regard. Gradually everyone began calling him Hoostay and the name stuck with him
always.” The locality of Usta, in Perkins County, South Dakota is a corruption of Lemmon’s nickname. He
occasionally camped near the site, which is on the Moreau River. Faith Historical Committee, Faith
Country Heritage, 1910-1985 (Pierre, SD: State Publishing Company, 1985), 364; BFB, 9 November 1934;
BFB, 1 March 1955; Eugene Buechel and Paul Manhart, Editors, Lakota Dictionary: New Comprehensive
Edition (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002); and Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy, 222.

® Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy, 222.

" BFB, 16 February 1934.
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another while they attended to the animal. As the ground cowboy(s) held the calf as still

as possible, another man applied a red-hot branding iron to the ribs or hip of the calf,
scorching the hair and leaving a permanent identification mark (brand) on the hide. If the
calf was a bull (male), a third cowboy castrated it, after which they turned it back into the
herd. This dusty, tiring process—rope, drag, wrestle, hold, brand, castrate—was repeated
hundreds of times per day. Lemmon’s small size and crippled leg would have made
wrestling difficult, but he demonstrated great skill in castrating calves.® This was a
valuable asset for a cowboy, because proper castration was essential to ensuring the
health of the calf. In this process, a cowboy used a sharp knife to cut the end off of the
young bull’s scrotum. He then pulled the testicles from the sack and cut them away.

This procedure prevented unwanted reproduction, improved fattening and meat
production and made the castrated animals—called steers—more docile and thus easier to
handle.’

Such physically taxing work proved strenuous for men with two good legs, but in
Lemmon’s crippled state, he had to work harder to keep up. Cowboys were noted for
avoiding ground jobs, if possible, but Lemmon’s infirmity made him shy away from them
even more than the average cowhand. So instead of being a ground cowboy at roundups,
he worked as a “cutter” (horsebound cowboy who removed individual animals from the
larger herd) and roper. Lemmon excelled at these skills, and while on horseback he
gleaned a great deal of information about how to properly conduct roundups and

brandings; this knowledge would serve him well in future years as a roundup boss.

¥ Ed Texley Collection, George E. Lemmon Papers.
? Russel Gum, George Ruyle, and Richard Rice, Eds. Arizona Rancher’s Management Guide,
Arizona Cooperative Extension, 1993.
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Lemmon also felt the need to prove himself by working harder and longer than

other men. As a trail or roundup boss he regularly put in twenty hours per day during the
peak of the spring through fall cattle-handling season. As Ed noted years later, he
regularly rose at 2:45 a.m., worked until 9:00 p.m. and sliced out a two-hour night guard
relief as well.'® Lemmon was known for his uncommon physical energy. He was always
on the move, playing practical jokes on other cowboys or riding at a break-neck pace
(which probably contributed to his numerous leg fractures), but his capacity for work was
the product of more than his deep reserves of pent-up energy. At first glance the small,
young-looking cripple seemed less capable than other men so he needed to find some
way to set himself apart. Lemmon’s intelligence and natural ability with cattle facilitated
this separation and his physical limitations inspired a work ethic that helped him
overcome any negative first impressions.

* ok ok Kk
Without question, Ed Lemmon’s strongest influences came from his family. His father,
James H. Lemmon, was born in New York state on August 26, 1820, and moved to
Lower Sandusky, Ohio, at age seven.'' As a young man James moved to Indiana and
later to northern Illinois, where he worked at odd jobs, including clearing farmland.'? In
1847 James sought new opportunities in the West. He left Illinois for St. Joseph,
Missouri, where he joined an emigrant wagon train headed to Oregon Territory. While
on the Oregon Trail, which in the coming years thousands of settlers, miners and

adventurers would use to reach the West, James passed through southern Nebraska,

19 BFB, 23 July 1937.

" Lower Sandusky was renamed Fremont in 1849, after John C. Fremont, who had just helped
acquire California for the United States.

12 Virginia Grabow Collection, unknown newspaper, James Hervey Lemmon, Sr. obituary, 1903.
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traveling a route that would later become part of the main thoroughfare for the Pony

Express.13

Upon arriving in Oregon Territory James established a small store and worked as
a freighter.* It appears he also participated in the Cayuse War, which followed the
famed 1847 killings of Marcus and Narcissa Whitman by members of the Cayuse nation.
For almost a decade the Whitmans had served as missionaries in Oregon Territory,
spreading the Gospel throughout the Pacific Northwest and helping to develop the
Oregon Trail. As settlers spread throughout the region they encroached Cayuse lands and
brought new, lethal diseases. These developments, combined with the traditional Cayuse
practice of killing doctors whose patients died, created a situation ripe for conflict. In
1847 a measles epidemic among the territory’s white settlers spread to the local Indians.
Upset over the outbreak and unleashing years of pent-up frustrations, on November 29
Cayuse killed Marcus and Narcissa and touched off a conflict known as the Cayuse
War."

In later years Ed would proudly recount his father’s exploits in the “Great Oregon
Indian War of 1848-1849” in several engaging, though likely embellished, war stories.
According to Lemmon, on one occasion James faced off against an entire Indian village
with nothing but an octagon-barrel Sharps rifle and a pepperbox pistol. An Indian had

stolen a few hundred dollars worth of clothing and supplies and James and a friend

" Burdick, Range Cattle, 13 and John Mack Faragher, Women and Men on the Oregon Trail,
Second Edition (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2001).

" WSA, Vol. 13, p. 1.

1% Julie Roy Jeffrey, Converting the West: A Biography of Narcissa Whitman (Norman: University
of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 217-219; Robert H. Ruby and John A. Brown, The Cayuse Indians: Imperial
Tribesmen of Old Oregon (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1972), 109-112, 128-143; and Robert
H. Ruby and John A. Brown, A Guide to the Indian Tribes of the Pacific Northwest, Revised Edition
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1992), 13-15.



16
tracked the thief to a nearby village. While attempting to reclaim their property the duo

was confronted by several armed Indians. James and his associate had to make a rapid
escape when they saw “Indians by the dozens swarming from the lodges in hot pursuit
with every conceivable kind of weapon they could hurriedly grab up.” After killing
several Indians, James managed to escape, unhurt.'® Ed also noted that throughout the
course of the conflict his father had several horses shot out from under him, but came out
unharmed every time. Ed wrote these stories in the 1920s and 1930s—more than eighty
years after James first arrived in Oregon Territory—so even though Ed was blessed with
an exceptional memory and these accounts may have some truth in them, they are most
likely apocryphal.'”’

Despite their fanciful nature, these stories played a key role in the development of
Ed Lemmon’s character. As a young boy he listened with awe to his father’s exciting
exploits. He looked up to James as a role model and sought out similar adventures for
himself. According to Ed, James was the best boxer, wrestler and fighter of anyone he
knew; he was an excellent athlete who could make a standing jump as high as his head."®
His father’s strong, rugged, brave persona inspired Ed to mirror these qualities in himself.
James acted decisively, with intelligence, forethought and courage. Ed would display
similar traits during his years as a cowboy, in part because of his desire to live up to
James’ (real or fabricated) model.

Above all, James’ vivid accounts of his Oregon activities inspired Ed with the

power of a well-told story. While in cow camp, Ed entertained his men with tales of

'® WSA, Vol. 13, pp. 1-2 and BFB, 28 January 1938.

" WSA, Vol. 7, p. 6; BFB, 17 June 1938; BFB, 24 June 1938; BFB, 1 July 1938; and BFB, 21
October 1938.

'8 BFB, 22 November 1937.
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Indian battles, horse races, fistfights, gunfights, uncommon examples of courage and

other manly exploits. Late in his life Ed’s recollection of these events inspired him to
record them for publication, along with hundreds of tales of his own adventures. He
regularly supplemented his firsthand knowledge with information gleaned from history
books and newspapers. Ed sought to add his own experiences to the “official record,” a
desire that occasionally caused him to venture into areas where his expertise was limited.
When challenged on his boldest assertions he defended them with vigor, though in the
rare instances others presented evidence that differed from his claims, he acknowledged
that some of his information came from “hearsay.”"® At times his recollections do not
match the historical record; in other instances he added new and interesting details to
events that helped shape the development of the American West. Ed did not see a
significant difference between the stories he told in cow camp and the memoirs he wrote
for publication. For Ed, stories were an integral part of life—an enjoyable pastime that
earned the attention and respect of his men, and later the praise and recognition of an
interested public.

When word of the California gold strike spread in 1849, James left Oregon
Territory and started a lucrative business freighting supplies for miners in the gold fields
near Sacramento. Two years later he quit his freighting activities and traveled to San

Francisco, where he secured a passage to Central America. After crossing the Isthmus of

' In 1934 Ed claimed that the Sioux Indians annually sacrificed a young maiden to the Great
Spirit by dropping her from the falls of the Yellowstone River (present-day Wyoming). His assertion was
challenged by several individuals, including Dr. Thomas L. Riggs, a missionary to the Sioux for over six
decades. When faced with contradictory reports and statements, Ed backed off his claims. Rapid City
Journal (RCJ), 5 December 1934; RCJ, 4 February 1935; RCJ, 5 February 1935; RCJ, 7 February 1935;
and Pierre Capital Journal, 15 February 1935.
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Panama he traveled by steam ship to New York City and returned home to northern

Illinois.”

In October 1852, James married twenty-six-year-old Lucy Elizabeth Whittemore
in Marengo, Illinois, a small town west of Chicago. The newlyweds decided to settle in
California and in early 1853 James gathered a group of emigrants to accompany them.
For James’ second overland journey the wagon train consisted of James and Lucy
Lemmon, her brothers Benjamin and Nathaniel, her sister Julia (whom they called
Mandana) and several other families. The train also included seventy head of purebred
shorthorn cattle which James had purchased from “Uncle Van Meter” of Fremont, Ohio,
and enough men to handle the wagon train.”! According to Ed’s account, his father had
acquired several thousand dollars in gold while freighting in California, which he used to
purchase the small herd. Apparently James had worked with the animals in Ohio some
years earlier and now sought to establish his own herd in Oregon.*

The small emigrant train moved steadily across the plains, but the shorthorns
slowed their progress. The passage was not without incident, as Ed described several
adventures his parents faced when crossing what would become Nebraska Territory.
Their escapades included a friendly wrestling match between his father and an Indian, a
rambling story of his Aunt Mandana’s attempted “kidnapping” by Sioux Indians after she

mistakenly misled one of the braves into thinking she would marry him and the use of a

' WSA, Vol. 13, pp. 1, 2-4; WSA, Vol. 8, p. 8; BFB, 10 June 1938; and Grabow, unknown
newspaper, James Hervey Lemmon, Sr. obituary, 1903.

*! There were several Van Meters who owned shorthorn cattle in Ohio during this period,
including John I. Van Meter. There is no clear connection between the Van Meters and the Lemmons, so
the term “Uncle” may have been used in friendship, rather than as family. See Alvin Howard Sanders,
Shorthorn Cattle (Chicago: Sanders Publishing Company, 1918), 184.

2 Lucy was born on September 20, 1826 in Rindge, NH. See Grabow Collection, 1861 Utah
Territory census document; Burdick, Range Cattle, 13; and WSA, Vol. 3, pp. 13-14.
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stampeding buffalo herd to pack down a sandy plains riverbed to facilitate a wagon

crossing. These stories are unverified, but further indicate the importance of storytelling
in the Lemmon household. Overall, they seem to indicate amicable relations with the
Indians they encountered, an observation reported by most, but certainly not all, white
overland travelers on the Oregon Trail.”

The Lemmons had only reached Skunk Creek—a small tributary of the North
Platte River in western Nebraska—when Lucy gave birth to the couple’s first child on
June 20, 1853. Born in a tent pitched near the creek bank, James Hervey Lemmon, Jr.—
called Hervey by his family—arrived just eight months after his parents’ marriage and
likely slowed the train’s progress even further.”* In the coming years Hervey would
become Ed’s best friend and hero.”

When the emigrant train reached Bountiful, Utah, in the fall of 1853 the
Lemmons decided Lucy and Hervey would be better off remaining there for the winter.
Lucy’s pregnancy had been difficult and probably contributed to the decision to remain at
Bountiful. James purchased a small farm, entrusted his shorthorn cattle herd to the care
of his brothers-in-law, Benjamin and Nathaniel, and left his wife and infant son behind as

he guided the wagon train on to California.”® James Lemmon freighted goods between

Utah, Oregon and California several times over the next seven years, including an 1854

» Burdick, Range Cattle, 13-14; WSA, Vol. 3, pp. 13-14; and Yost, Boss Cowman, 7-9; Michael
Tate, Indians and Emigrants: Encounters on the Overland Trails (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
2006) and John D. Unruh, Jr., The Plains Across: The Overland Emigrants and the Trans-Mississippi West,
(Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1979), 156-200. As Unruh notes, “The preoccupation with Indian
depredations . .. has resulted in radical distortion of the historical record” (p. 156).

** Virginia Grabow, “Brief Biography of James Hervey Lemmon,” 5.

2 Grabow Collection, 1861 Utah Territory census document; Burdick, Range Cattle, 14; WSA,
Vol. 2, p. 14; Yost, Boss Cowman, 8; and Nebraska State Historical Society, G.E. Lemmon Collection, MS
0959, box 1, folder 4, “Early and Youthful Remembrances, Aspirations and Devotions.”

26 Burdick, Range Cattle, 