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A tiny, raven-haired, blue-eyed girl sat on a crossbeam of an Indian trail tree on a bright sunny
day in Kenilworth, Illinois in 1908 where her mother had come for the day to visit her sister. The
ten-year old girl, bored with listening to the conversation of the two adults, went outside her
aunt's house, and across several spacious lawns to find the tree where she now rested. She put her
arms around the upright trunk, giving the tree a hug as though the tree were a stationary pony. She
did not know why the tree was bent in the shape it was, nor did she think about it. She just sat
quietly staring out at Lake Michigan, in the direction where the nose of the tree pointed.

Whenever she and her mother were in Kenilworth over the next few years, Laura Elliott Hubler
always sought out the tree to spend a few minutes with it, but after the age of 16, she became busy
with school and work. Her first job occurred during the summer school vacation.

In her own words:

"The first job I had was to answer the switchboard in a real estate office. I refused
to say that the owner was out when he was in, as that was a fib.

I told stories to children on Saturday afternoons during high school. Marshall
Fields set up a special place for me in their book department. I got no pay, but I did
get special credits in English class.

I always hated math in any form, but eventually made my living by its use. I
learned to run an Elliott Fisher bookkeeping machine, a Marchant calculating
machine and others.

Then there was the world war and all its excitement. I was married when I was 21
and almost immediately had a son, Truman. Several years later, I divorced my
husband because he was a sot. So there I was in Chicago with a son to support. I
found rooms of my own in a large apartment with a family who had four children.
The parents sat with my son while I went to night school. Those were the years I 
worked on a local newspaper doing interviews and writing a column of advice to
the lovelorn. I studied short story writing and news reporting at night school.

When the baby was four years old, I was out of the newspaper business and
working in the office of the first chemical laboratory that the Chicago Board of
Education possessed. I set up the office routine and was secretary to the chief
chemist for many years.

At the old age of 28, my hair was snow white, and I loved it that way.

When I was 37, I married John Hubler. We had known each other since we were in
high school together. John worked nearby in Mokena, Illinois. We were good for
each other.''

During those years with John, Laura joined the Mokena Garden Club, became a Toast mistress of
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the Joliet, Illinois Toast mistresses Club, kept John's house, and wrote long letters to Truman and
her grandchildren.

She played an active role in the Mokena Garden Club and delighted in making exhibits for shows
in Mokena and McCormick Place in Chicago.

But soon that was not enough for her active, inquiring mind. She applied to become a flower
show judge. From a Mokena newspaper clipping featuring her picture and headline, “Mrs. Hubler
Presented Certificate”, we quote:

"Dateline-Mokena: The National Council of State Garden Clubs, Inc. recently
awarded a national Judge's certificate to Mrs. John Hubler of rural Mokena.

Mrs. Hubler is a member of the Mokena Garden Club and is chairman of the
conservation committee.

To earn a certificate a person is required to study in the fields of horticulture,
landscape, artistic arrangements, design principles, flower show practice and point
system judging.

Examinations are taken and scored by the national board.

Mrs. Hubler studied under many well known instructors at Canton, Ohio, and
Rockford and Pekin, Ill.

She recently attended a symposium of abstract design under Jack Daniels of
California.''

There was no doubt that Laura Hubler kept herself educated and informed in those subjects so
dear to her heart.

When John Hubler neared retirement in 1963, he and Laura started looking for a place south of
Illinois. They intended to go to Florida like so many other northerners, but when they crossed the
Mississippi River into Missouri, they found enchanting Arcadia Valley. Then and there they
decided that this would be "home" for the rest of their lives in such a beautiful environment of old
oaks, hills and hollows, lakes and streams. They purchased a large house at Pilot Knob, Mo. and
moved there from Mokena in 1965.

Little did Laura Hubler realize, at the age of 65, that she would just be starting on the most
exciting, frustrating, gratifying careers of her life, and for the rest of her life.

She wrote: "My husband and I retired to Missouri from Illinois in 1965. We would
drive through the beautiful hills of the Arcadia Valley on many occasions. It is not
possible to describe our beautiful hills, but I might explain it this way. The drive
through our hills is to savor them. You feel them, inhale them, taste them, very



INDIAN TRAIL, AND LANGUAGE TREES

4

much as a gentleman sitting in an exclusive club in a large city might savor the
bouquet of a fine wine.

As we roamed the hills, we became aware that there were trees that resembled the
one on which I sat as a child in Kenilworth. Then, I recalled an article written by
Mrs. May Theilgaard Watts, a noted naturalist for the Chicago Tribune, who said,
'Most of the dramatic Indian trail trees along the North Shore (of Chicago) are
gone now, though their former site is fittingly marked. But in Wilmette, it is
possible to follow three of them as an Indian coming from the north might have
followed them to the shore of the lake.'

And in the September/October issue of Garden Glories, the Garden Club of Illinois
magazine, there was a photograph of a bent tree on the front cover. A statement in
the magazine said that the tree in the photo was probably bent by Miami Indians.

We stopped at Table Rock State Park on one our forays into the countryside. We
saw what we thought to be a bent tree I asked the Superintendent of the park if he
had an Indian trail tree as I pointed to it about 100 yards behind his house.

“I don't know what you’re talking about,” the Superintendent said. “'That tree,' Oh,
there were several of those ugly, old trees. They only pointed north . . .  sorry, we
missed that one when we had the others cut down. We’ll cut that one out as soon
as we can.”

John was just as shocked as I was. I asked the Superintendent to please let this one
stand until I could learn more about it. He said he would.

The trees intrigued me so much that I asked my brother who lived in Morton
Grove, Illinois to take pictures of the Illinois trees and send them to me. At once, I
saw the similarities in the trees, whereupon John and I started actively looking for
others in the hills and forests of Missouri.

My female curiosity would not be stilled. Questions and still more questions
rattled around in my brain. Who bent the trees? Why were they bent, and what was
their ultimate purpose?

I felt an urgency to determine whether or not Missouri had Indian trail trees. If so,
they must be Iocated and preserved at once."

And so the die was cast. Hubler wrote to the Chicago Tribune for slides of the Illinois trees with
plaques beside them to confirm that Indian trail trees had been marked and known as being bent
by Indian tribes living in the area years before. She wrote to her friends in the Chicago area to ask
their opinions of Indian trail trees and what they knew about them.

One friend sent a letter to her containing a yellow, faded, newspaper clipping. It was a letter to the
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editor of the Chicago Tribune, Saturday November 11, 1911. A note scrawled to one side said:
"Not everybody agrees that the bent trees are anything but casualties."

A letter to the editor was published in the Chicago Herald, Saturday November 11, 1911, from
George H. Holt. The headline: “Trail Tree Tablet.”

"The erection of a bronze tablet to mark the Indian trail tree a, Glencoe ought not
to pass unchallenged.

It may be a pity to spoil a pretty concept, but it is much worse to invent an
historical incident and to commemorate it by a tablet which must always discredit
the perpetrators, the intelligence of the period and the trustworthiness of history.

I, personally, remember the time when that tree was erect and a whirlwind or
severe wind passed over that section and split and bent the tree, at the fork, leaving
a portion of it still erect and the broken portion of it as it is today. The only change
being that the tree has grown Other trees were broken and uprooted at the same
time.

The attention of many persons was attracted to this particular tree because it was
close to the railroad and because it survived the shock, and it became a matter of
interest from year to year to note whether the broken portion of the tree would
continue to live. There are possibly more persons living along the north shore who
remember this incident. If there were no living witnesses to this incident, the
theory advanced would be indefensible upon three grounds.

First: a tree does not grow upward in the manner assumed by the inventor of the
"discovery." The broken portion of the tree is at the same height today as when it
was broken. Most people know that a tree does not grow upward as a man grows.

Second: Any Indian who was so ignorant of woodcraft as to conceive of marking a
trail by bending over a limb and fastening it to the ground in the manner indicated
in this tablet, would have been the laughingstock of every other Indian.

Third: There was a practicable road traveled by horse and teams, between
Milwaukee and Chicago within plain sight of this trail tree eighty years ago and
there were other settlers along that road from whom the Indians might have
inquired the way if they had lost it.

The configuration of the country is such that No Indian, even a hundred years ago
or more would have thought of using a trail running in the direction indicated
because it would lead them into rough and heavily wooded country traversed by
ravines and leading nowhere, when he could far more easily followed the sand
ridge and kept out of the woods and the mud.
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There are many other reasons given for discrediting this invention of an historical
event that never happened and commemorating it with a tablet that must occasion
ridicule as long as it exists."

Hubler scrawled a note regarding HoIt's comment about "ignorant Indians." She wrote: "Ignorant
Mr. Holt: Roads were not there for the Indians to follow since settlers and roads followed after the
Indians."

It was not until several years later that Hubler met a full-blooded Choctaw who said during an
interview with her: “Indians had no sense of direction. They had to read the trees."

As she needed to prove to herself that Indians did indeed bend trees, she began collecting any and
all material which had been written on the subject. She found an article in American Forests
magazine, July 1934, by Ramond E. Jansen entitled Indian Trail Trees.

"Ever since the beginning of human existence, trees have played an important role
in tile growing culture of man. Primitive man used them in various ways as means
of providing him not only with food, but also with shelter, protection and warmth.
As man grew in intelligence, he found that trees could further be used as reliable
landmarks, and as such, they provided him with another useful instrument. He
learned that by using them as guideposts he could travel from place to place
without fear of becoming lost. He could also use them as a means of indicating to
other fellow men the locations of desirable route of travel. This led to the
development of a system whereby certain trees could be identified as definite trail
markers. Primitive man noticed that trees do not heighten en masse, but that they
grew from their tips. He also observed that they do not turn on an axis while
growing, but that once established they maintain a fixed position. Experiment
showed him that if a young tree were bent in some unnatural position without
being broken, and were fastened securely, it would continue to grow, forever after
maintaining the bent position. With this as a means, it was possible to deform the
trees deliberately so that they could easily be distinguished from the other trees of
the forest.

There developed a Custom of marking trails through the forests by bending
saplings and securing them in such positions that their directions of bend indicated
the direction of the routes to be followed. A line of similarly bent trees thus
established a continuous uninterrupted route of travel which could easily be
followed."

Further on in the article, Jansen wrote:

"Indian trail trees still exist in many states throughout the Mississippi Valley and
eastward. They seem to be most numerous in Illinois, Wisconsin, Michigan,
Indiana, Ohio, Kentucky and Missouri. Nowhere, however, are they know to be so
numerous as in the area immediately north of Chicago. This is probably due to the
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fact that early speculation in real estate there preserved much of the original
timber. Also many landowners have taken pride in preserving such trees existing
on their property except where it -a necessary to remove them in order to make
way for improvements. About seventy-five of these old trail tress are still standing
within the suburban area of Chicago, many of which my be seen in the spacious
lawns and gardens of beautiful North Shore residences.

It is unfortunate that these old Indian landmarks are fast disappearing. The ages of
many of them antedate that of our government. Only a short time longer, and the
last of them will have disappeared forever from our midst, as did the Indians who
bent them."

Hubler was ecstatic! Armed with these and other articles, slides and photos, her work began in
earnest. In early June, 1967, Hubler visited the nearest National Forest Headquarters.

"I needed the help from trained foresters," she wrote. "Three men studied the few
slides I had of the trail tress. I learned that my trees were mostly white oak, and
that they had, indeed, been bent in an odd manner and not formed by tornadoes or
ice. The men did not know what they were as they had never heard of such a thing
as Indian trail trees.”


