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IN THE FALL of 1839 Henry Hastings Sibley, 
then an agent of the American Fur Com­
pany at Mendota in southeastern Min­
nesota near present-day Minneapolis and 
later the first governor of that state, joined a 
Sioux hunting party. The hunters traveled 
southwestward toward the Cedar River in 
Iowa Territory and killed an enormous 
amount of game, principally to ensure their 
winter food supply. But the spectacle which 
lingered in Sibley's mind for years and 
which he vividly described for publication 
had to do with a herd of elk. 

Suddenly on the prairies near what is 
now the Iowa border the hunters met a 
band of what Sibley called "these magni­
ficent animals," six or seven hundred in 
number according to his estimate, eight or 
ten feet deep in line, and moving in a pro­

cession almost half a mile long. Sibley him­
self stopped shooting to gaze in admiration. 
"It was one of those sights which are vouch­
safed to comparatively few in this little 
world, and which amply compensates the 
true sportsman for all the thousand perils 
and difficulties which he has to encounter 
in the wide prairies of the West."1 

Although buffalo and elk certainly 
existed on the eastern side of the Mississippi 
centuries ago, it is unlikely that any white 
man ever saw such a migratory herd of elk 
in Illinois as Sibley observed several 
hundred miles farther west. According to a 
traveler in 1837, the buffalo had long since 
left the state and the elk had virtually dis­
appeared.2 But there is no doubt that Illi­
nois in the decades before the Civil War was 
a paradise for hunters , whether their 
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1Using the pseudonym "Hal—A Dacotah," Sibley 

contributed several sketches to the Spirit of the Times. 
See "Sketches of Two Hunting Excursions to the Red 
Cedar, Iowa Territory," ibid., 13 (1843), 187. 

2 [Samuel A. Mitchell] Illinois in 1837 . . . 
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quarry was deer, upland birds, or wa­
terfowl. Two condidons explain this abun­
dance. One was the richness of the habitat, 
the enormous cover, and the constant food 
supply for both animals and birds; the 
other was the complete nonexistence of any 
kind of limitation imposed on early 
nineteenth-century hunters. 

The original richness of the prairies, 
familiar as it is to readers of early travel 
accounts, may seem strange indeed to those 
whose horizons are limited today by the 
encroachment of shopping malls and the 
extension of superhighways. But visitors 
from the East and abroad were unanimous 
in expressing their pleasure and excitement 

when they first saw those vast fields of grass. 
Thus Timothy Flint, writing in 1832, ob­

served about the American Bottom: "No 
description will convey an adequate idea of 
the power of vegetation, and the rank 
luxuriance with which it operates along this 
plain of exhaustless fertility."3 Another ob­
server was equally impressed by the colors 
of the landscape and chose for his particu­
lar example the Sangamon country. "In the 
season every prairie is an immense flower-
garden. In the early stages of spring rises a 
generation of flowers, whose prevalent tint 
is peachblow. The next is a deeper red. 
Then succeeds the yellow; and to the latest 
period of autumn, the prairies exhibit a 
brilliant golden hue."4 Edmund Flagg was 
ecstatic over his first view of the prairies and 
described their "tall grass-tops waving in 
billowy beauty in the breeze; the narrow 
pathway winding off like a serpent over the 
rolling surface"; and shadowy trees "loom­
ing up . . . like the pyramidal canvass of 
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