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By Don Scis

In August 1999, | visited with Gary
Knehans concerning a trip to the
Liberty Tree in Texas County. Cecil
Benson, the Plato town barber,
had mentioned the tree and the
following story to many of his
customers, including me. The tree
was located on the late Joel Hotch
farm near Plato. | contacted his
wife Alleen about a visit. She
invited us out and sent for the
property's newest owner, Hal
Dandridge., to give us a tour.
Alleen told us the tale and
indicated the land was a prime
turkey hunting area.

The following story was obtained
from the Texas County Heritage
and may have appeared in the
Houston/Rolla daily newspapers
of the past. Pictures taken in the
past were difficult to reproduce.
Cne from May 1. 1989, by Ralph
Albert shows the Liberty Tree's top
missing and major limbs broken
from storm damage. In the Texas
County Heritage, a picture shows
three men measuring the
circumference. Those men

included Harold Mc Laughlin, Otto
Mclaughlin, and Cecil Benson. All

were kin to the original owner of the

Liberty Tree.

The 1999 pictures shown here
include a panorama of the Liberty
Tree in the valley, some aspects
of the tree itself, and the hill where
Roubidoux and John McLaughlin
were buried,

Here's the story, which was
written by the late Joel Hatch
shortly before his death on Aug. 30,
1976:

A large Bur Oak tree growing on
the farm of Joel Hatch near Plato
has been designated as a
Bi-Centennial Liberty Tree by the
Plato Forestry District. The tree met
the qualifications of the Missouri
Conservation Commission, and
must be at least 200 years cld. This
free is located in a valley on
Roubidoux Creek in Section 14,
Township 32, Range 12, about one
and a half miles south of Plato. Itis
a majestic tree and has witnessed
a lot of exciting early pioneer
Texas County history. It is
beautifully symmetrical and about
10 feet to the first cluster of limbs.
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Ahfmghmunzbbuxk,;h:hbwqﬁu (second from left) appears of rather comman propor-
tions when viewed from a distance. The hillside to the right is where Roubidowx is belisved: to

be buried. Courtesy of Dan Slais.

The diameter at breast height is 4
feet and 4 inches, and measures
164 inches around. The limb
spread is 116 feet, and saw logs
could be cut fromits 12 to 20 inch
branches. It is not expected,

however, that this tree shall ever
be cut. It seems perfectly sound

and is in a favorable location.
Older residents of the community
estimate the tree to be at least 300
years old, and believe it will
continue to grow another 200 years
or more as a living monument to
those who came here before us
and kindly spared its existence,
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The 40 acres described as the
northeast quarter of the southwest
quarter in Section 14, where the Bur
Qak is located, was first settled by
John MclLaughlin in 1831. His son
Richard came with his father and
was & years old at the time. The
information contained in this story
came partly from some historical
research, but mostly from three
direct descendants of Mr. John
McLaughilin, the principal pioneer
charccter. They are Mr. Otto
McLaughlin (grandson of John
MecLaughlin) of Plato, Harold
(Otto's son) also of Plato and Cecil
Benson (great-great-grandson of
John McLaughlin), who is the
barber at Plato. Cecil Benson is the
grandson of Melissa (MclLaughlin)
King. Melissa was the oldest
daughter of Richard McLaughlin.

John McLaughlin must have
found things rather quiet and
peaceful in the Roubidoux valleys
above Plato when he arrived in
1831. The Osoge Indians had left
Missouri in 1825, and the Shawnees
and Delawares, the last of the
Indian tribes here, were just leaving
the area. The only habitation was
alog cabin at the mouth of a draw,
near a sprng, and a small cave, in
the valley where the Bur Oak was
located. The occupant was a
French trapper and hunter whose
name was "Roubidoux."

Mclaughlin and Roubidoux
became friends and neighbors,
living on the same 40 acres of land.
They were compatible because
Roubidoux wanted only to trap
and hunt and thus did

nort interfere with Mr. McLaughilin's
purpose of farming and
developing his claim. MclLaughlin
built his cabin near a larger spring
within the evening shadows of the
Bur Oak tree. He came by
covered wagon and had better
living facilities than did Roubidoux,
whose only household furniture
consisted of a bed made of a
stack of deer skins.

There were several in the group
who came to the Roubidoux area
to stake out claims, but only John
Mclaughlin stuck it out. In 1836,
McLaughlin entered the Bur
Oak 40 and another 40 acres of
Section 14, with the land office in
Springfield, Mo., with Cash
Certificates #89 and #92
respectively. His were the first land
recordings in Township 32 and no
other land purchases were
recorded in the upper Roubidoux
for another 19 years. The two men
on the Bur Oak forty looked after
each other, and one cold
moming. after 1831 and before
1840, MclLaughlin noticed there
was no smoke coming from
Roubidoux's fireplace chimney.
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He went to investigate and found
Roubidoux lying dead on his bed
of deer skins. Roubidoux was a
man of slight build and John
McLaughlin carried him in his arms
to a burial ground on a hill nearby
where he buried his friend and only
neighbor in an uhmarked grave.
John McLaoughlin died

and 1840 ond was also buried at
the same grounds in an unmarked
grave. Richard Mclaughlin, age
13, survived him. The settliement of
John McLaughlin's estate in 1841
was the first official business
recorded by a Texas County
Court. So ended the lives of two
eqrly pioneers, one a farmer and
land developer, the other a hunter
and trapper. The courage,
bravery and hardships of these
men are representative of our
forefathers who have made it
possible for us to have a better
existence here today. Mr.
Roubidoux was the last of the eqrly
Frenchmen engaged in the
hunting, trapping and fur industry in
the Roubidoux area and John
MclLaughlin, the first of the
permanent settlers here, marking
an important division line in early
Texas County history.

Now, what is the relationship
between this man, Roubidoux,
and the naming of Roubidoux
Creek: Evidence indicates that the
man, Roubidoux. had been living,
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hunting and trapping on this creek
for a number of years before the
creek had been named. Until
recently there were remnants of a
number of one-man *forts" up and
down the creek. They were made
of stone and measured about 5 by
10 feet and 2 and a half feet high.
Perhaps Roubidoux used these
structures as sleeping quarters
while on his hunting and trapping
trips up and down the creek, for
storage of game and animal skins,
and possibly as an escape from
Indians and wild animals. His long
tenure on the creek indicates he
must have had sole and complete
control of the creek and
watershed for a number of years
for purposes of hunting and
frapping. It would thus be referred
to as Roubidoux's Creek, and
finally, Roubidoux Creek.

Joseph Roubidoux (1783-1868)
was a French explorer and
frapper. He is well known for the
founding of St. Joseph and for
naming it for his patron saint, Itis
recorded in the place names
sfudy of the Missouri State
Historical Society that
Roubidoux Creek of Texas and
Pulaski counties was named for
Joseph Roubidoux. There is no
documentary evidence that
Joseph ever lived or visited in this

areq, but members of the
Roubidoux family are known for
participating in trapping and the fur
trade industry in the more remote
parts of Missour. No doubt the
responsibility for the naming of
Roubidoux must rest with this
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Huge tree produces huge acorms. Compare its size to the quarter lying at the right of the acom.

member of the Roubidoux family
who spent his last years hunting
and trapping on its banks and is
buried on a hill overlooking the
valley, the ancient Bur Qak. and
the creek he must have grown to
love.
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