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Hugh Glass was a mountain man (trapper.) History remembers him for an 
incident that happened forty-two miles south of Mott, near the Shadehill Reservoir. 
Everything that we know for certain about the man would fit in three paragraphs. Even 
so, there are whole books and even a movie about Hugh Glass.  All the written 

accounts of Hugh Glass 
and his amazing journey 
disagree greatly. Very 
little of it can be verified. It 
is evident to me that early 
authors based their 
accounts on campfire 
stories of trappers and 
pioneers, which bordered 
on tall tails. It is also 
possible that they simply 
created facts about the 
man out of thin air. Let me 
relate the story to you, 
inserting my own opinions 
and commentary as I go. 

The terrain in the western Dakotas would be a formidable 
barrier to a man crawling across the prairie.  
 
Twenty years had passed since Lewis and Clark returned from the Pacific Ocean.  A 
few trapping companies had established forts/trading posts in what is now the Dakotas 
and Montana.  In 1822, William Ashley and Andrew Henry founded the Rocky Mountain 
Fur Company, based out of St Louis.  Hugh Glass hired on as a trapper one year later.  
Some accounts claim that years prior, Glass had been a pirate who sailed with Jean 
Lafitte.  Some say he was a captive of Lafitte, but escaped only to be captured by 
Pawnees.  Wild, fantastic, unbelievable stories like these makes it hard to verify facts 
about Hugh Glass.  Anyway, it is reasonable to conclude that Mr. Glass had probably 
been an outdoorsman for most of his life.   
 
 In summer of 1823, Hugh Glass and about seventy other newly hired members 
of the Rocky Mountain Fur Company were traveling North by flatboat along the Missouri 
River.  They were headed to Fort Henry, their trading post at the mouth of the 
Yellowstone River.  They stopped to trade with a village of Arikara Indians to obtain 
horses.   I am led to believe that this was somewhere in the middle of South Dakota.  
The next morning, the band of natives attacked them, killing most of the horses and 
several men.  Later, the trappers, soldiers from a fort in Nebraska and some Sioux 
Indians attacked the Arikara village in retaliation.  The Arikara slipped away and 
escaped in the night after a fierce battle.  Ashley and Henry traded with the Sioux for 
more horses.  About thirteen men, with Andrew Henry as the leader, set off overland 
with the horses to Fort Henry.  Fort Henry would have been southwest of present day 



Williston ND.  The larger group headed upriver with the flatboats to the same trading 
post.  Hugh Glass accompanied the horse group.  Mr. Glass was more than forty years 
of age and considered an old man for a trapper.  He is said to have been a loner, and 
might have even been a little hard to get along with.  It was August by this time and Mr. 
Glass was away from the others, hunting for meat for the party near the place where the 
North and South forks of the Grand River join.  This was twelve miles south of present-
day Lemmon, South Dakota.  A grizzly bear, possibly with a cub or cubs attacked Hugh 
before he had a chance to shoot it.  Some storytellers claim he killed the bear with a 
knife or even his bare hands, but I have serious doubts.  I believe the more plausible 
explanation is that the bear stopped mauling Glass when the man lost consciousness.  
It is also possible that others in the party came and shot the bear before it killed Glass.  
Either way, Mr. Glass was in very bad shape and on the threshold of death when found 
or rescued by his companions.    
 
 We do not know the full extent of Glass’s injuries.  There is no doubt that he was 
bleeding profusely.  Grizzly bears eat dead; disgusting things and they have a very 
“dirty” bite.  Nasty infections would ravage Hugh’s body in short order.  Some 
storytellers say the skin was either shredded or torn from Hugh’s back and scalp.  Some 
go as far as to say that he had a broken leg, but I find that hard to believe.  We do not 
know, so it is open to speculation.    
 
 Andrew Henry, leader of this group of trappers, was worried about encountering 
angry Arikara Indians on the prairie.  The best that can be determined from this late 
vantage point is that two men volunteered or were assigned the task of waiting with 
Hugh until he died.  The plan was that they would bury him and go to the fort.  Some 
claim that the others took up a collection to entice the two to stay with Glass. John 
Fitzgerald and an inexperienced boy of seventeen, likely Jim Bridger, waited with Glass.  
Take a moment to think about the situation.  They were stranded in the middle of 
nowhere, 172 straight-line miles from Fort Henry.  Following the rivers, it would have 
been three hundred eighty miles, not counting the twists and turns.  The men were lying 
low to avoid being discovered by the Arikara.  Mr. Glass had been lingering on the 
verge of death, possibly for many days.   
 
 Some say that an approaching band of Indians caused Fitzgerald and Bridger to 
panic and flee.  It is also possible that the two men simply felt they could not wait any 
longer.  Assuming that Hugh was going to die any minute, they left, taking his 
equipment with them.  Some accounts suggest that the two men lowered their 
companion into a shallow grave before leaving, covering him with dirt and leaves.  
Another variation claims they covered him with the skin of the bear that attacked him.   
Whatever the circumstances under which they abandoned him, Hugh Glass was alone 
on the vast prairie without a gun, knife, extra clothing, food or water.  He may have been 
in and out of consciousness from loss of blood and delirious with fever.  I am sure that 
he was too weak to walk.  Nevertheless, somehow Mr. Glass managed to crawl to the 
river for a much-needed drink of water.   
 
 He was near death, abandoned in the wilderness without food or basic 



equipment.  Yet, Hugh began to crawl on a journey of more than two hundred miles to 
get to Fort Kiowa.  Fort Kiowa was a trading-post for the American Fur company.  The 
fort was to the southwest, one hundred-ninety miles as the crow flies.  It was at least 
two hundred fifty five miles by river, not counting the twists and turns.  
 
  The prairie west of the Missouri River is not flat.  The western Dakotas are vast, 
rocky, rolling, rugged lands.  Mr. 
Glass probably had no strength to 
walk.  Buckskin pants and shirt 
notwithstanding, if I had to crawl 
across the prairie I doubt that I 
would have clothes left on my 
body after a few miles.  I would 
hope that Hugh’s strength 
returned after awhile so that he 
could walk at least part of the way.  
The prevailing legend says that 
hatred and anger toward the men 
who abandoned him inspired 
Hugh to persist in his torturous 
journey without giving up.  He 
made a vow to kill those men.                    Contrary to popular belief, the prairie is not flat. 
 
 Educated speculation is that Mr. Glass traveled by night to avoid encounters with 
natives.  He would have wanted to avoid grizzlies, wolves and mountain lions too.  
Cactus, sage and thorn bushes are a formidable barrier to anyone crawling or 
staggering across the prairie.  Daytime temperatures in the nineties are common during 
August.  Night temperatures could be below freezing in September, bringing the danger 
of hypothermia.  The more I think about the circumstances, the more amazing Hugh 
Glass’s survival journey becomes.   
 
 I hesitate to mention the following, because it falls squarely in the category of 
“hard to believe” though probably not completely impossible.  Some accounts claim that 
at one point in the journey, Hugh woke up after fainting and discovered a grizzly bear 
towering over him.  Hugh played dead and the bear licked the deep wounds on his 
back, scraping off dead skin, scabs and maggots in the process.  Then the bear went 
away, having done Glass a favor by purging dead flesh from his back and hastening the 
healing process.  A variation of this story is that Hugh rubbed his back along a dead log 
to transfer maggots to the rotting flesh on his back.  The maggots ate off the dead flesh, 
helping him to heal from the wounds.  Again, it cannot be verified one way or another, 
but it makes me wonder if the earliest authors just got creative.  Later, I suppose that 
other authors based their writings on the earliest authors, while adding colorful details of 
their own. 
 
 What does one eat on the prairie in August when fire and hunting tools are not 
available?  Wild chokecherries and rose hips come to mind.  Edible roots are available 



for those who know the food plants of the prairie, although harvesting roots without a 
knife or other tool for digging would be a chore.  No doubt grasshoppers and other 
insects were part of the mountain man’s diet.  By September buffalo berries are in 
season.  At one point Hugh encountered some wolves that had killed a buffalo calf.  The 
wolves ate their fill and abandoned the carcass, or Glass may have driven them away.  
This is one event in the saga that historians accept as true and verified.  Perhaps Mr. 
Glass used a sharp stick or rock to cut pieces of raw meat to eat.  Perhaps he dried the 
meat in the sun and carried some with him. Whatever he ate, I doubt that Mr. Glass 
gained any weight that summer. 
 
 Nobody knows for certain the route that Hugh took to get back to civilization.  
Without a way to carry water, it seems unlikely that he would have left the river and 
crawled out across the prairie.  More than likely he simply followed the Grand River East 
to the Missouri and followed that river to Fort Kiowa.  Some think that Hugh floated 
down the rivers on a log, perhaps at night to avoid Native Americans.  Others say that 
friendly Indians helped him get to Fort Kiowa.  We just do not know.  It is certain that the 
total distance was much greater than two hundred miles because the route would not 
have been a straight line.    We also do not know how long it took for Glass to cover the 
distance.  Nighttime temperatures toward the end of October get too cold to survive 
without medical attention, warm clothes and equipment.  So let us say it took anywhere 
from two to two-and-a-half months to cover the distance if he got no help from friendly 
Indians.   I estimate that this would allow for him to cover an average of about four miles 
a day.  That is not bad for a man crawling across the prairie.   
   
 Fort Kiowa was near present-day Oacoma, South Dakota on the Missouri River.  
It was a 140-foot square palisade with a blockhouse and watch tower.  The original site 
is now under water.  Hugh must have been quite a spectacle when he finally arrived at 
Fort Kiowa.  Was he still clothed?  Was he little more than a skeleton?  Were his 
wounds mostly healed by then and was he walking?  We will never know those details, 
for they are lost to antiquity.  Hugh Glass did recover from his ordeal and went back to 
the life of a trapper/mountain man.  His survival and recovery in the face of seemingly 
insurmountable odds are astonishing.   
 
 We do know that Hugh never harmed the men who abandoned him.  Legend has 
it that he caught up with Jim Bridger in Montana, but forgave him because of his being 
an ignorant youth.  He supposedly did not harm John Fitzgerald because Fitzgerald 
joined the Army.  Harming a member of the military was a federal offense and had dire 
consequences.  Ironically, Native Americans killed Hugh Glass during the winter of 
1832-1833.  It happened on the ice of the Yellowstone River near the mouth of the Little 
Bighorn River.  This would have been near present-day Bighorn, Montana.  Some 
sources claim they were Arikara Indians, but my understanding is that the Arikara did  
not live in that area.  However, the Blackfeet Indians were prevalent in that part of 
Montana and a constant danger to white trappers.   



 Today, you can visit a monument to the courage and stamina of Hugh Glass.  
Just south of the Shadehill dam on highway seventy-three, a green sign says something 
like “Hugh Glass monument road.”  Turn west and follow the main gravel road as it 
winds around for about three miles.  The monument is on a hill overlooking beautiful 

Shadehill reservoir.  They do not 
know exactly where the bear 
mauled Mr. Glass, so you will 
not see the shallow grave that 
his friends dug for him.  (I 
checked.)  The place where the 
North and South forks of the 
Grand River once met are now 
under the waters of the lake, so 
they placed the monument 
where there is a good view.  It is 
probably within five miles of the 
bear attack.  Of course, you will 
not find any bears out there 
because they hunted them out 
long ago.  This is a good thing. 
 

A monument to Hugh Glass©s arduous journey was erected 
by the State historical society of South Dakota. It stands on a hill 
overlooking beautiful Shadehill Reservoir. 


