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1. How We Got Old Sam 

THIS BOOK IS mostly about what happened after we got to our 
homestead in the Dakota Territory, but I guess I better begin before 
that and tell how we got Old Sam and how he came to be crippled. 
Of course we didn’t call him Old Sam then, for Sam came into the 
world in 1875, and when he broke his leg, he was only four years 
old. This was three years before we took up our homestead, and I 
was only seven myself, and Lee was so little he wasn’t even play-
ing with us the day it happened. 

I was down wading in the creek near the bridge with Frank and 
Laura. They don’t come into this story much, because they stayed 
in Illinois when we moved West; but Laura changed the history of 
the Scott family some that day. Anyway, we were wading in the 
creek, and the water suddenly started to rise. This had happened 
several times, and now we knew the reason. Somewhere upstream 
there was a millpond, intended to hold a ready supply of water for 
Petit’s grist mill. The mill didn’t run all the time, but when it did 
run, it increased the flow of water in the creek. This was always 
interesting to us, and we used to stand there in the creek, waiting to 
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see how high the water would rise about our legs. That was what 
we were doing that day, when a man drove onto the bridge. 

He had a covered carriage with the top raised, and he was driv-
ing two horses and leading another. The one he was leading was a 
beautiful white horse, tall and slim—the kind of horse that would 
have attracted attention among a thousand. We ran up the bank so 
as to see them better. 

All of a sudden there was a great splintering and thumping and 
banging on the bridge. The white horse was down and seemed to 
be struggling desperately to get to his feet, and we could hear the 
man saying, “Whoa, Sam, steady, boy.” The other two horses were 
frightened, and he had his hands full tending to them and had to let 
go of the halter rope by which he was leading the white horse. By 
the time he got them quieted down and had tied them to the bridge 
railing, the white one had managed to get to his feet. He just stood 
there, as still as a statue, and we knew there was something serious 
the matter. 

When we got to the bridge, the man was bending over examin-
ing the horse’s right hind leg. He finally stood up with bowed 
head, as if wondering what to do. Then he went to the horse’s head 
and stroked his face and said, “Poor Sam, I would rather it had 
been my leg than yours.” 

We stood there a little while, and then Laura asked, “Is the 
horse very badly hurt?” 

He looked at Laura a moment and then answered, “Yes, I am 
afraid he is, very badly hurt. Do you live back there?” (motioning 
toward our house). 

“No, Uncle Joe lives there—Uncle Joe Scott.” 
“I would like to see Mr. Scott. Is he at home?” 
“Yes. I think he would be at the milk house now; he is going to 

churn.” 
“Well,” he said thoughtfully, “I think I will go and see him. 

Will you please stay and keep Sam quiet until I return? I won’t be 
long. Stay at his head; he is a gentle horse—a regular pet.” We 
could see his lips tremble as he said this. 

“Yes, I will. Of course I’ll stay with you. You poor horse,” said 
Laura soothingly, petting the horse’s nose. “Johnny, you go along 
with the man and find your father, and Frank and I will stay with 
this poor horse.” 
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So we started back down the road. The man didn’t try to get his 
team back past Sam; it wasn’t far to walk. He seemed to want me 
to talk. 

“Are those your cousins?” 
“Yes,” I answered, “they are both my cousins.” 
“What are their names?” 
“Frank and Laura.” 
“I mean their last name. What is their father’s name?” 
“John Scott, just like my name. They live over there,”—I 

pointed—“but they come over here to play; this is the best place to 
play.” 

“Laura is a very pretty girl. I have heard of the Scott brothers, 
but I never met either of them. Say, Johnny, has your father got a 
gun?” 

“Yes, he’s got two guns. He’s got a rifle, and he’s got a shot-
gun. They ain’t hardly any more shotguns as good as that one. It’s 
Damascus steel. My father paid a hundred and forty dollars for that 
gun; it’s a breechloader—a double barrel breechloader; it ain’t a 
muzzle-loader.” 

“That must be a good gun. Your father is quite a hunter, isn’t 
he?” 

“Yes, he’s a good hunter. Uncle John is a pretty good hunter, 
too, but he’s got a muzzle-loader. He didn’t think a breechloader 
would shoot so good, but my father got nineteen ducks before 
breakfast, and Uncle John, he got five. That’s how good that 
gun is.” 

I could tell the man was thinking about the horse and not about 
what I was saying, but every time I ran out of something to talk 
about, he would say something to start me up again. 

“I see you have lots of cows here.” 
“Yes—but we got lots more hogs than cows—lots more. Is that 

horse’s name Sam?” I knew this, but I wanted him to say some-
thing about the horse. 

“Yes, his name is Sam. I think the most of him of any horse I 
ever owned, Johnny.” 

We were nearly to the milk house by then, and Father had just 
come to the door with a steaming milk can, which he hung up on a 
rack outside. 

“That’s Father,” I said. My father saw us coming and waited. 
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When we came up, the man asked, “Mr. Scott?” Father nodded 
his head. 

“My name is Davis,” said the man. “I have just had an accident 
on the bridge that I wouldn’t have had happen for most any amount 
of money. I was driving across the bridge, leading a very valuable 
trotting horse, and he stepped through a hole or a weak place in the 
planks and broke his right hind leg at the hock joint. Now I sup-
pose I will have to destroy him.” 

“Well, that is a shame. I saw you go by. That was a fine-looking 
horse; I couldn’t help but notice him. Too bad you have to lose 
him.” 

Now all this went right over my head. I never thought they in-
tended to shoot Sam, and I remember the horror with which I heard 
what came next. 

“Johnny tells me you have a shotgun.” 
“Yes, it is at the house. I’ll bring it out, but I wish I were loan-

ing it to you for a better purpose.” 
“No, Mr. Scott, I don’t want to borrow the gun. Money couldn’t 

hire me to shoot that horse. I couldn’t do it. What I want is to hire 
someone else to do that, and I don’t even want to be there when it 
is done.” He stopped for a moment. “I hate to ask you, Mr. Scott, 
but I don’t know what else to do.” 

“Well, it is no pleasure to shoot a horse, but I can do it if I have 
to. Wait a bit, and I’ll go down with you.” We waited till Father 
got back with the gun, and then we went back to the bridge. 

I had never felt so miserable before in all my life, but I never 
thought of doing anything about it. But it was different with Laura. 
She was four years older than I and used to getting her own way. 
Laura was a beautiful girl, and she knew it. She was smart, and she 
knew that. Besides that, she was a natural-born actress. She had 
quite an influence over people when she took a notion. 

She didn’t have to do any play-acting that day. Honest misery 
was stamped on every feature when she saw the gun and realized 
what was going to happen. 

“Uncle Joe, you are not going to shoot this poor horse!” 
“Laura, we hate to do it, but it is almost impossible to save a 

horse that has a broken leg.” 
“But, Uncle Joe! It would be just like murder! You can’t shoot 

him! I won’t let you shoot him!” 
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