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West displays a talent for the
'you are there' feel throughout this exciting book, presenting the
reader with such memorable characters, brave and venal, good
and bad, that one cannot help but love or hate them and
sometimes both. The research and the accuracy of
the events portrayed show this gifted writer's ability to take
dry facts and make them come alive for the reader, drawing us into
the yarn he spins. There's never a dull moment as we join
them on their destined rendezvous with San’tana.”

 


Gayle Farmer, author
of Secret Lives

 


History comes alive in With Bowie at the
Alamo, a gripping yarn that takes a young man across America,
finally arriving at the Alamo in time for the historic battle.
Follow his exciting adventures. Be there, when he joins Jim Bowie.
Vivid descriptions and superb dialogue make this tale
unforgettable.

Barry Metcalf, author of Nightmare
in Alice Springs

 


With Bowie at the Alamo is a
brilliant read in which Frederick West successfully weaves his
endearing fictional characters into events in history and the lives
of important historical figures. A real page turner from the start
and a must-read for anyone interested in adventure and
history.

 


Kym Jade, author
of Spirit Stealers
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Frederick West

 


In Frederick West’s debut
novel, the story of young James Thomas and his family intertwines
with the story of the nascent Republic of Texas.
The leading characters
move from Kentucky, and West uses James as an everyman reader stand-in through
whom we meet many of the great names from the Lone Star State’s
history: Colonel Travis, Sam Houston, Jim Bowie and Davy Crockett
all get ample space to strut and speechify. We see a great many of
its epic formative battles, including the famous last stand at the
Alamo and the largely forgotten slaughter of Texan prisoners by the
Mexicans at Goliad.

This is a long book, but
it never feels like one, as West’s engaging, assured prose style
pulls the many strands of his story steadily forward to conclusions
the reader will already know: the Mexicans under General Santa Anna
… a delightfully hissable villain who steals every scene he’s in …
overrun the Alamo, but the Texans eventually win their freedom from
Mexico and establish their short-lived republic. It’s a tribute to
West’s abilities that nothing in his novel feels like a foregone
conclusion—characters grope along day to day, not knowing how
things will turn out. Once he lights out from his home and Betsy,
the love of his life, James becomes a scout and a Texas Ranger and
has many adventures, and through them West is able to convey a
wonderful and well-researched sense of time and place. Although
narrower in scope, this novel is a worthy companion to
Michener’s Texas.
It is a rich, informative reading experience, well
recommended.

Steve Donoghue,
The Historical Novel Society

Originally reviewed under
the title Things Worth Fighting
For.

 


 


It is with gratitude and pride that we give
special recognition and thanks to the following for their
contribution to the cover art for With Bowie At The
Alamo:

 


 


The Plan of the Alamo, by Jose Juan
Sanches-Navarro, 1836.

 


This beautifully rendered manuscript map,
part of an official military report on the fall of the Alamo,
clearly shows where the Mexicans had positioned their cannons (at R
and V) and the line of attack of troops under General Cos (S).

 


The Dodson Flag – the first Lonestar

 


Designed and made by Sarah Dodson for her
husband, Archelaus, a member of the Robinson Company in 1835, it is
recognized as the first Lone Star flag.

 


The Picture of The Alamo

 


The picture of the Alamo was provided by
Michael F. Fitzpatrick from an interpretive sign standing outside
the mission and depicting the Alamo in 1836.

 


The Portrait of Colonel Jim Bowie

 


The portrait of Jim Bowie is the only
known oil painting done from real life.

 


The Portrait of the President of Mexico

 


Portrait of General D. Antonio Lopez De
Santa Anna, President of the Republic of Mexico, by A.
Hoffy

 


 


The Reverse of the State Seal – The 1961
Reverse

 


The Daughters of the Republic of Texas
proposed a design for the reverse of the State Seal that was
adopted by the Fifty-Seventh Legislature, Second Called Session,
and on August 26, 1961, Governor Price Daniel approved this
concurrent resolution.

Sarah R. Farnsworth designed the art for the
seal’s reverse. This design was unusual because the legislature
adopted the art itself as the reverse of the State Seal, as opposed
to the usual practice of adopting a description or blazon, which is
later rendered by an artist.

 


Cover design by Omega Publications, 2009

 


 



 


WITH BOWIE

 


AT THE

 


ALAMO

 


 



INTRODUCTION

 


In all the history of warfare there is no
greater example of the folly of committing atrocities against ones
enemies than the war for independence by Mexico’s northern most
province Tejas. At the Battle of the Alamo, Santa Anna’s
order to take no prisoners stiffened Texian resistance. The Mexican
army claimed victory in that fight, but their losses of over six
hundred dead and over one thousand wounded, crippled their army and
caused severe damage to the respect held for Santa Anna, even among
his own officers.

Before the slaughter of the Alamo’s defenders
and the massacre of the Texian prisoners at Goliad, Santa Anna’s
reputation outside Texas was that of a crafty and capable general.
Afterwards he was thought a cruel and inhumane barbarian. Until
those atrocities, most Texians opposed a complete separation from
the mother country and wanted only to restore the Mexican
Constitution of 1824 which Santa Anna had arbitrarily
abandoned.

Almost all those prisoners killed at Goliad
were volunteers from The United States and not native Texians nor
established colonists. Had Santa Anna shown those men normal
courtesies extended to prisoners of war in those days—granted
parole on their promise not to return to the fight—and sent home in
humiliation and defeat, his reputation outside Texas would have
been enhanced. Much of the support for the Texians in the United
States would have collapsed.

The mass murder of those four hundred
prisoners had the opposite effect. Santa Anna, and indeed all the
Mexican people, were branded with a reputation for brutality and
cruelty. The universal rage among the people of Texas and the
United States promoted the success of the Texas Revolution when it
counted most, after the fighting was over.

The courage and determination of the
defenders of the Alamo secured that battle’s position as the
preeminent symbol of Texas independence, but at the war’s climax in
the battle of San Jacinto, the cry of “REMEMBER THE ALAMO” was
followed by the more resounding shout of “REMEMBER GOLIAD”. It was
that yell that fired the passions of both Texians (Texans of
American descent) and Tejanos (Texans of Mexican descent)
for revenge. Hearing that reminder of their disgraceful behavior at
Goliad sapped the courage from many of the Mexican soldados
and left them to cower in shame when facing the onslaught of
Houston’s army.

The story that follows, of the migration by
James Thomas, Betsy Lewis and the Tucker family to Texas, is
typical of thousands. Their experiences after they arrived were
unique.


 


Chapter 1




Benjamin’s Plantation

 


WIND DRIVEN SNOW burst against Betsy’s face.
Tiny particles sifted under her collar as she pounded on the back
door of the Big House. She wrapped the shawl tighter and raised a
hand to knock again. The door clicked open.

“You come in here dis minute, Child. You
catch your death!” Bertha swung the door wide. “What ever bring you
out in dis weather?”

“Mamma’s sick too, now. I gotta see Mrs.
Thomas,” the girl said, ducking into the warm kitchen and closing
the door.

“You wait right here. I get Massa Thomas. He
know what to do.” The slave hurried out of the room, leaving Betsy
shaking off the snow and wiping her nose. In less then a minute,
Polly Thomas came into the room.

“What’s this? Bertha says your mamma—”

“Yes, Ma’am. She was too sick to get up this
morning. I made breakfast for her and Daddy, but they wouldn’t eat.
Can you help, ‘em, Mrs. Thomas?”

“We certainly will, dear.” Polly Thomas put
her arms around Betsy and drew the girl to her bosom. “Soon as Ben
gets here, we’ll go over and see what we can do.”

Benjamin came in with Bertha right behind
him.

“Doc Kratchet said for me to send for him if
Steven got worse. Mrs. Lewis coming down makes it ‘worse’.

“James!” he shouted.

A lad, near Betsy’s thirteen years of age,
thrust his head into the kitchen. “What is it, Uncle Ben?”

“Steven’s wife has come down with the fever,
too.” he said. “I need you to go get Doc Kratchet.”

“Yes, Sir,” James answered.

“Have Grover saddle my big black for you. And
mind, you don’t break a sweat on him in this cold,” the man said
then turned his attention to Betsy.

Betsy’s father, Steven Lewis, had worked for
the Thomas plantation several years supervising production and sale
of hemp. Ben and Polly thought of the Lewis’s as family.

The household sprang into action. Bertha
filled a jar with chicken broth, and Polly brought extra quilts.
Within three hours James returned bringing Doc Kratchet, but all
their efforts failed. The man died during the night and Betsy’s
mother died the following day.

With both her parents gone, Betsy needed a
home and Mrs. Thomas brought her into the Big House to live. She
soon became a close companion for their two boys. Over the next
three years, people began referring to her as the boys’ governess.
She was proud of that title.

 


A group of riders approached the turn-off
from the Covington-Lexington Trace into the Thomas Plantation’s
lane. Among them James Thomas, now in his sixteenth summer, rode
beside an older man at the head of the group.

“Thanks for givin’ us a hand, James,” the
older man said. “Tell your uncle, Howdy for me.”

“I’ll do that, Mr. Hayes,” the lad answered.
“It’s too bad we didn’t find your two slaves.”

“Blamed abolitionists probably got ‘em,” the
elder replied. “Reckon they’re across the river by now.”

“By the way,” James queried to the whole
group, “have any of y’all seen Guy Clinton?” His friend Guy often
rode along on these runaway hunts. “We were going ‘coon huntin’,
but I haven’t seen hide nor hair of him for all week.”

“I seen him over by Rabbit Hash, yesterday,”
one of them said.

“Rabbit Hash? Wonder what he’s doin’ over
there?” the older man wondered.

“I dunno. I didn’t talk to him, but he’s
probably lookin’ for the same two that we were.”

“Well, I hope he had better luck than we
did.”

“Here’s where I leave you,” James said as
they reached the Thomas lane. “Y’all come by!” He raised his hand
in a vigorous wave as his friends moved on down the road.

The lane wound across a dry creek bed, up the
far side hill. Along the right, a stone fence followed the contour
of the hill to the split rail fence encompassing the house
grounds.

James saw his two cousins, Little Benjamin,
seven, and Daniel, five, rolling hoops on the lawn. They began to
scuffle and Betsy hurried down the steps to referee. She took
possession of both hoops and shook her finger at the boys.

The familiar rush on seeing Betsy made James
uncomfortable, but did not stop him from enjoying those first
moments each time he came into her presence. His cheeks colored as
he found himself hoping she would remove her bonnet so he could see
the sun glint from her coppery, golden hair.

With a sigh, he indulged himself with one
final drink from Betsy’s beauty as she herded her charges back into
the house, stopping to insist they hang their hoops over a peg.
With some difficulty, he averted his eyes.

“‘Evening, Uncle Ben,” the lad said, handing
his horse’s reins to a servant. “Mr. Hayes says to tell you ‘Howdy’
for him.”

“Tom’s a good old boy,” Benjamin responded.
“Y’all do any good findin’ those two slaves?”

“Not a bit. It’s like they disappeared off
the face of the earth. Mr. Hayes thinks the abolitionists got ‘em
and took ‘em over the river.”

“Reckon so,” his uncle said. “I can’t figure
where they’re getting across, though. Can’t be Covington. Too many
folks got their eyes peeled over that away.”

“I can’t figure it either.”

Betsy stepped onto the porch, smiled quickly
to James and then directed her attention to his uncle.

“Bertha says supper’s ready, sir. She’s made
one of those sweet-potato pies you like so much.”

“Thank you, Betsy,” the elder Thomas replied,
and the girl went back inside.

“Oh, Uncle Ben? Have you seen my little
huntin’ knife?” James asked. “I ain’t been able to find it for a
week.”

“Boy, you’d lose your head if it wasn’t stuck
on.” Ben laughed as they rose to go into the house. “I haven’t seen
it. But if it doesn’t turn up, I’ll have Amos make you a new one.
Now come on. Let’s go see what the women folk have done up for
us.”

 


The table, set in their custom, held all the
food for the meal. Some planters had their meals brought out one
course at a time, the servants hovering in the background to
satisfy each diner’s every whim.

Not so in the Thomas house. Mrs. Polly Thomas
knew the value of contented kitchen help. She did not want Bertha
and the kitchen maids standing around hungry while the family
enjoyed their lavish meal.

The matron signaled that they could go.
Bertha would have supper with her own family and then return with
her daughter, after the meal, to clean up and put the dishes
away.

With a lengthy, enthusiastic prayer, Benjamin
launched the meal and then turned his attention to James.

“Where’d you fellers go today, lookin’ for
them two runaway slaves?” Ben asked, slicing a crisp end from the
beef roast on his plate.

“Somebody told Mr. Hayes the abolitionists
were floatin’ boats down the Licking at night. So he figured they’d
hole up on the bank waiting for dark.”

“Nah, they ain’t gonna do that. We’d catch
‘em for sure.”

“Reckon you’re right,” James said. “We beat
the bushes all the way down to Covington and never did see a sign
of ‘em.”

“Well, we’re gonna have a meetin’ over at the
church house this evening and see if we can’t put a stop to
it.”

“Can I go with you?” James asked.

“Not this time. This meetin’ is just for the
owners. If we figure out anything to do, though, you can bet you’ll
have a hand in it.”

“I sure want to hear what you come up
with.”

After dinner, James took a book from the
shelf and walked onto the verandah. He seated himself in the
hanging swing and glanced at the sun. Oughta be able to read for
a couple of hours.

A few minutes later, Betsy came out and sat
beside him. “Wacha readin’?”

He closed the book on his finger and held it
up so she could see the tooled leather cover—With Old Tippecanoe
on the Wabash.

“The school teacher over at Covington told
Uncle Ben about it last winter, and he ordered it from
Philadelphia.”

“Tippecanoe? That’s where your grandpa got
killed by the Indians wasn’t it?”

“Yeah. This book tells all about it.”

“I don’t even know who my grandfather was,”
the girl said absently. “Anyhow, I wanted to ask you
something.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

Betsy looked away and then asked quietly,
“What are you going to do when you grow up, James?”

“I dunno… Uncle Ben wants me to go back east
to one of those big schools in Connecticut or someplace. But—I
dunno, I think I’d rather go to sea for a while. How come you
ask?”

“Oh, I was just wonderin’.”

“Uncle says they start classes in the fall at
those big colleges. He doesn’t want me to go this fall, so I’ve got
a whole year to decide.”

Betsey hesitated for a moment, then jumped
up, faced James and put her hands on her hips.

“If you go to that college you’ve got a whole
year,” she said and stomped her foot. “But I’ll bet you go off to
sea. I’ll bet you just take off and not even tell anybody where you
are going!”

“Now why would I do a fool thing like that?
And how come you are gettin’ so riled up, anyhow?”

“Ain’t you got no sense at all, James
Thomas?” The girl leaned toward him. With her lips clamped tight,
she let a long breath exit her nose. “We both gotta grow up one of
these days.”

“Well, it looks to me like we’re both pretty
much grown up already. And besides, what does it matter what I’m
gonna do?”

“Well, I’ll just tell you, Mister Thomas.”
She sat back down. “There are plenty of young men come around here
sparkin’ on me. And before I go tellin’ ‘em what I think about it,
I wanta find out what you got in your head.”

“What you mean, ‘sparkin’ on you?’ Who’s been
coming around here, anyhow?” James found his mouth standing
ajar.

“Just never you mind about who’s been comin’
around,” the girl said. “I ain’t paid ‘em no mind anyway. And I’m
not going to … if you just let me know you want ‘em to stay
away.”

“What’s it matter what I want ‘em to do?”
James laid his book on the tea table beside the swing and scratched
his head. “It don’t matter what I say about it.” He picked up the
book again.

“Sure it does.” The girl pulled her chin
back. “I’m gonna be grown up and wantin’ a husband before long, and
if it ain’t gonna be you, then I gotta do me some lookin’ around.
So—what’s it gonna be, James Thomas, are you gonna grow up, too, or
are you gonna go runnin’ off to sea?”

“I—I—I always thought we’d get hitched
someday, and uh ... or ... somethin’.” James laid the book back on
the tea stand—then picked it up.

“I’d wait for you as long as I had to, if it
made any sense.” She took a deep breath. “But a girl has got to
know if it makes sense or not. If you don’t act like you even care,
I can’t just sit around for the rest of my life waitin’ to find
out.”

“You know I like you, Betsy,” he said, red
creeping into his cheeks. “Always have. But we’re not grown up
enough yet to get married. And besides, I ain’t got no money, and
you ain’t....”

“Of course not. I’m not sayin’ we ought to
get married now. It’s just that I gotta know you’re thinkin’ about
it. And you sure ain’t said the right things yet.”

“What do you mean? What do you want to hear
outta me?”

“Oh, James!” Betsy jumped to her feet and ran
into the house.

He started to follow her, then thought better
of it and sat down to the story of Old Tippecanoe.

 


 





Chapter 2




A Horse Trade

UNABLE TO CONCENTRATE, James put the book on
the shelf then wandered toward the barn where his uncle had told
him he would find a new litter of pups.

The proud mother thumped her tail as James
looked over the stall at the nine squirmy little whelps. Stepping
through the door, he kneeled and patted her head. She gave a
cursory lick while the pups continued nursing. A click behind him
drew his attention; he stood and looked around.

“Evenin’, Massa James.” Grover, Ben’s oldest
slave smiled at him. “Massa Clinton, he come by today, suh. Tol’ me
ta tell ya when I seed ya.”

“Oh, he did, eh? Nobody said anything, up at
the house.”

“He never went up to the Big House. He just
axed for you, and when I told him you was off someplace, he went
on.”

“Well, I reckon I’ll see him next time.”

“Massa James?” Grover went on. “Are you
really gonna buy that hoss off Massa Clinton?”

“The mare? How’d you hear about that,
Grover?

“Massa Clinton, he says he’s brung her over
‘cause you’s wantin’ ta buy her.”

“Well, I’ll be darned,” the lad exclaimed. “I
didn’t think he was interested. He’s been eye’n’ papa’s long rifle
and powder-horn. I thought he might want to trade with me. I sure
don’t have cash money to buy her with.”

“That old rifle used to belong to yo’ great
gran’pappy,” Grover said. “I seed ‘im shoot a b’ar with it once. It
was comin’ right after my little Nita when she wasn’t no mor’n two
or three. Yes sir! If he comes ‘round ag’in I’ll tell him you ain’t
interested.”

“No, no. If he comes back, you let me know. I
want to talk to him, but don’t tell anyone else about the mare. I’d
like to keep that to myself ‘til I decide.”

Uncle Ben sure will get steamed up if I
swap off that old flintlock, James thought. His grandfather had
carried the weapon at the Battle of Tippecanoe. It’s just a
useless old rifle. Maybe if I just go ahead and do it, Uncle Ben
won’t get too mad.

James arrived in the parlor just as twilight
set in, and the senior Mr. Thomas returned from his meeting, an
expression on his face of a man who’d tasted something sour.

“The blasted abolitionists’re cleanin’ us
out,” his uncle grumbled. “Clyde Skinner says he was over in
Cincinnati yesterday and heard one of those abolitionist fellers
preaching on a street corner. Right out in broad daylight.”

“Really?”

“Yep, bragging that people in our own
families are workin’ against us.”

“Nah, I can’t believe that,” James put
in.

“Well, that’s what they say. They are even
hintin’ that it’s some of the planters own sons gone
turn-coat!”

“That doesn’t make sense, Uncle. Why would
anybody help the abolitionists?”

“Clyde says the preacher was offerin’ ten
dollars a head for ever’ one they got across the river to Ohio and
five dollars for ‘em, if they bring ‘em to the riverbank on the
Kentucky side.”

“That might bring on some of the poor whites,
but not the planters sons.” The lad was adamant. “Us boys don’t
have much money ourselves, but we’re not gonna do something like
that for five dollars.” His face reddened when he realized he was
talking as though he was one of the owner’s sons. “Uh, I
mean….”

Ben ignored the lad’s embarrassment “You
never know what those young whipper-snappers are gonna do, running
wild all over the countryside. Some fellers let their boys get away
with anything. Clyde says that preacher claimed they was doin’ it
just ‘cause it was the right, Godly, thing to do.

“Can you imagine that?” James wondered. “A
preacher claiming that stealing is a right Godly thing. And what
about the poor slaves? What’s going to happen to ‘em once they get
up North? What can we do?”

“There ain’t nothin’ we can do, yet.” Ben
said. “But you keep your eyes peeled. You see one of them
smart-alecks comin’ up with a bunch of money, you just let me
know.”

“Yeah, I’ll do that. But I think they’re just
making it up. Nobody I know would do that.”

“We’ll see. They sure better hope I don’t
find out it’s true.”

Ben paced a while longer and then turned to
the staircase.

“Good night, James. I’ll see you in the
morning.”

 


“Where’s Uncle Ben?” James asked, when he
came down to breakfast.

“Massa Skinner came by fust thing this
mornin’, an’ they went off someplace. Tha’s all I know, suh,”
Bertha answered, setting the last of the plates on the table.

When he finished his meal, James started to
the reading room, but saw Betsy already there with Little Benjamin,
doing his numbers. He turned and went outside where he met Grover
coming toward the kitchen door.

“Mornin’, suh,” Grover greeted him. “I was
just comin’ up to tell you, suh, that Massa Clinton is here. And
like you said, I’s comin’ up to tell you.”

“How come he didn’t just ride on up to the
house?”

“Don’t know nothin’ ‘bout none of that,
Massa,” Grover said. “He just came up outta the hollar to the barn
and axed me if you was here. So I done what you tol’ me.”

“That’s good,” James remarked, and they
moseyed toward the barn.

“‘Morning, Guy.” James thrust out his hand in
greeting. “What you doing here at this time of mornin’? Where on
earth have you been? You look like somethin’ the cat dragged
home.”

Guy sat on a mounting stone, his boots muddy,
his coat snagged with briars. He looked up, startled. “I—I been out
‘coon huntin’ all night and when morning came I was near your place
so I just thought I’d stop and see if you still wanted to swap for
this mare.”

“You sure take your ‘coon huntin’ serious,
staying out all night. I was wanting to go with you one of these
nights, but I don’t know—”

“We never done any good last night and I just
didn’t want to give up, so we kept at it. We never did get any
‘coons, though.”

“Where’s your dogs?” James looked around.

“Uh—uh—I sent ‘em on home with Will.” Guy
scratched under his arm and studied his boots.

“You mean Will Cutter? You still hang out
with that no ‘count? Now I’m glad I didn’t go.”

“That’s why I didn’t come get you. Will was
goin’, and you don’t want nothin’ to do with him. Anyhow, what
about the mare? You still want to trade that rusty old long
rifle?”

“Well, I don’t know. I been thinking on it
some.” James tried on his best negotiating face. “How come you’re
so all fired set on getting that old fire lock?”

“Well it ain’t that I want the rifle so
much,” Guy said, “but I gotta get rid of this mare. I swapped my
stallion for her with some slave chaser from down Tennessee way. My
pa is fit to be tied. He says he wants that stallion back. The
feller I swapped with won’t swap back. Wants cash money,
twenty-five dollars.”

Guy took a breath. “I got twenty dollars. If
I could just get another five I’d have enough. If you’ll give me
five dollars cash, you can have her.”

“She’s sure worth more than that, but I don’t
have cash money and I sure can’t go askin’ Uncle Ben for it.”

“I think I can sell that old rifle of yours
quicker than I can the mare. If you’ll trade we got a deal. Pa says
if I don’t get this mare off the place he’s gonna shoot her.”

“That mad about it, eh? Uncle Ben ain’t gonna
like it if I trade either, but he won’t be that mad. I think
I’ll do it.”

“That’s a big relief,” Guy said.

“Has she got a name?”

“The feller I got her from called her
Theresa,” Guy answered with a snicker. “So far I just called her
‘hoss’.”

“Theresa?” James burst out. “That’s no name
for a horse.”

“No, I reckon not,” Guy responded, “but
that’s what he called her. Maybe he named her after his mother or
something.”

“Well, I’m going to have to think of
something else,” James insisted. “Maybe I’ll call her Tessy or
Tess. Yeah, that’s it. I just call her Tess. She’ll get used to
it.”

“I don’t care what you call her, James. I’ll
tell you what; I’ll throw in the saddle too, if you give me the
powder-horn and that old patch knife of your pa’s.”

“I was figuring on that,” James said.
“Speaking of knives, you remember that little pig-sticker I used to
carry? Have you seen it around anywhere? I had it last time we went
huntin’, but haven’t seen it since. Did you happen to see what I
did with it?”

“I ain’t got it. I don’t even remember what
it looks like. Why you askin’ me?” Guy looked down at his
shirtsleeve and started picking a cocklebur.

“Well, it’ll turn up someplace, I guess.”

Within a few minutes, the two boys finalized
their trade and rode off toward the Clinton place, James riding his
newly-claimed prize. Guy rode a borrowed horse that James was to
lead back when he returned.

“You hear about all the ruckus down Texas
way?” James asked, as they rode along.

“No, can’t say I know anything about that,”
Guy answered.

“Remember a while back, the Mexicans were
offering free land to anyone that would come there and settle? Two
families over off the trace went down last year,” James said. “Now,
the Mexicans have gone back on their word. They won’t come through
with the land titles. The Texians are up in revolt. Jim Bowie is
there. Folks down south are forming companies of volunteers. There
are a lot of Kaintucks heading that way, too. It’s going to be a
cat fight.”

“Where’d you hear about that, anyway?” Guy
asked.

“It was in the Lexington Register last
week.” James said. “The Mexicans passed a constitution just like
ours, back in ‘24. Then Santa Anna came to power, and he plain tore
it up. He’s running the government like they never had a
constitution at all. The Texians are forming committees all over
the place, trying to figure out what to do.”

“Sounds to me like just a big mess,” Guy
responded.

“But wouldn’t that be something?” James went
on. “To help run the Mexicans out and actually be part of starting
a new country? It said in the Register that even old Sam Houston
has gone off the reservation to get mixed up in it.”

“Oh, I heard about him all right.” Guy
laughed. “They say he’d just got re-elected governor of Tennessee,
then ups and walked out on his brand new bride and the State of
Tennessee both. I heard he went to live with the Indians.”

“That’s what I heard, too. But he showed up
again down Texas way after the uproar died down,” James said.

“Mor’n likely, he’ll get a Mexican bayonet in
his belly just like the rest of ‘em.” Guy laughed.

James pulled Tess to a stop. “You don’t think
the Texians can win, do you?”

“Nah. What’s a bunch of riff-raff like that
gonna do against trained cavalry and infantry with cannon and
bayonets? Nope, they’re just gonna git theirselves killed.”

“I don’t know about that. Jim Bowie sure
ain’t no riff-raff. I hear he can put up quite a fight.”

“Ha! He might get two or three of ‘em with
that big ol’ knife of his before they get a bayonet in him. But
more’n likely they’ll shoot him from two hundred yards away and
never even notice he has a knife.” Guy gave out an artful
laugh.

“Haven’t you got a sense of honor and
adventure, Guy?” James asked. “Just think, those folks are fightin’
for their homes and what’s right. They’re fighting against people
who broke their word and can’t be trusted.”

“Well, it doesn’t look that way to me.” Guy
sneered. “Looks to me more like a bunch of ne’er-do-wells trying to
get free land. Then when they get it, they’re not satisfied and
want to take over everything. It’s no wonder to me that the
Mexicans changed their mind.”

“It doesn’t look like we’re gonna see eye to
eye on that,” James said, shaking his head and signaling to Tess to
get moving again. “I’d like to see the Texians get the job
done.”

“Don’t suppose it makes any difference,” Guy
said. “Ain’t neither one of us gonna be goin’ to Texas.”

“Nope, I reckon not.”

 


 



 


Chapter 3




Terrible Accusations

RIDING PAST THE BIG HOUSE when he returned,
James saw Betsy in a rocker on the verandah. He gazed at her for a
moment. Her coy smile let him know their little spat of the evening
before was over and that he’d been staring too long. He made
himself turn away, but the good feeling stuck and he went off to
the barn with a whistle and a light heart.

James unsaddled the gray horse he had been
leading and released it to pasture, then turned to his new horse.
Removing the saddle and blanket, he looked at her teeth and her
muscular frame confirming his earlier assessment that she was a
fine piece of horseflesh.

“Hey, girl, why do you suppose Guy thinks he
can sell that old rifle easier than he can sell you?”

Tess didn’t answer.

As he rubbed her down and brushed her with a
curry comb he noticed a small P branded
just behind the withers. Her saddle blanket had covered the light,
well-healed mark and he wondered why anyone would put a brand
there.

“Tess, old girl,” James said. The name did
not yet roll off his tongue smoothly. “You are my own horse, and
we’re going to be together for a long time.”

Tess pitched her ears forward and stared at
him, then reached back into the manger for another bite of hay.

“First thing you’ve got to do, Tess,” James
patted her neck, “is to learn to do what I tell you.” The mare
nickered softly and pitched her ears forward again.

“Don’t know what I’m talkin’ about, do you?”
James smiled and ran his hand over her velvety muzzle. He had seen
Betsy’s father train horses, but it had been three years, and he
was not at all sure he remembered what to do. “Come on, Tess,” he
said, after slipping the bridle from her head and hanging it on the
wall. “Let me see how good you are at learning something new.”

He gave her a handful of corn and then turned
her out into the corral. Closing the barn door, he watched through
a crack. Tess walked slowly to the fence, reached over and cropped
the tall grass on the other side. The lad stepped through the barn
door and whistled several times. She raised her head and looked at
him. He held out an ear of corn. Her ears pitched forward in
recognition, but she made no move.

He walked to her and held out the food. When
she tasted her reward, he thrust the ear in his pocket, walked into
the barn and closed the door. In a few minutes she resumed grazing.
James stepped outside and whistled in the same tone as before. She
turned to face him and blew a long breath out through her
nostrils.

This time, James walked toward her, but
stopped short so she’d have to take one step if she wanted the
corn.

When Tess had done her part, James gave her
half an ear and retreated into the barn. She walked to the water
trough and enjoyed a long drink.

Stepping back into the pen, James made the
distinctive whistle and Tess met him halfway. Three more tries and
she came immediately on the first call.

“Not likely you’ll remember this,” James
said, “but we’ll do it again every day as long as we need to.”

Tess gave him a friendly nibble on the arm.
James pinched her shoulder in return.

Rubbing her neck and nose, he let her eat the
remaining two ears of corn then opened the gate and slapped her on
the flank to tell her it was all right to go. She flicked her ears
forward, whinnied a greeting to the other horses and sped off at a
full gallop.

 


Benjamin Thomas had awakened that morning
before the rooster crowed and, as usual, was the first downstairs
to start the day. When Bertha came to light the morning fires, she
found him in his study working on the ledgers.

Just as the sun broke over the eastern tree
line, Ben heard the crunch of horse’s hooves on gravel. He stepped
out onto the verandah where he found Clyde Skinner and the Boone
County Sheriff, still mounted.

“Mornin’ Thomas,” the sheriff said.

“We come up with somethin’ I think you’d be
wantin’ to know about,” Clyde said. “We got that no ‘count Will
Cutter in jail over at Burlington. He may be just what we need to
find out what’s goin’ on with our slaves. Come along, I’d like you
to have a talk with him. We’ll tell you as much as we know about it
while we’re on the way.”

“Fair enough,” Ben said, then shouted toward
the barns. “Grover? Get somebody to saddle my horse and bring it up
here.”

“Yes, suh,” was the old slave’s instant
reply.

A few minutes later, Grover appeared on the
path with the horse, saddled and ready to go.

“Tell Bertha that I won’t be here for
breakfast,” Ben said.

“Yes, suh. I tell her.”

Before the sun gave the valleys their full
brightness of day, the three men were on their way to the county
seat at Burlington.

“All right, now,” Ben said as they started.
“What’s this all about?”

“Will Cutter is always gettin’ hisself into
one kind of a ruckus or another, but this time it’s worse than
usual. There’s other folks in it with him. I’m hopin’ we can clean
out the whole rat’s nest at one time. I oughta let Clyde tell you
what happened last night.”

“Last night after the meetin’, when I got
home,” Clyde began. “there was still some light. I spotted two
blacks sneaking along a fence, making for one of my barns. At first
I thought it was a couple of mine, out for some mischief, but
studyin’ for a minute, I knew that it couldn’t be, ‘cause they were
wearin’ regular clothes like white men wear. Now I never give my
slaves clothes. They have to make their own outta homegrown flax
and hemp, so I knew that it had to be somethin’ else.

“I couldn’t figure any reason for ‘em
sneakin’ into my barn unless my workers was in on it, too. If there
was slaves from more than one place teamin’ up to run off together,
there had to be a white man in it somewhere. I’d come up on the
very thing we were talking about at the meetin’.

“So, I high tailed it over the sheriff’s
house to get me some help. When I got there, I found him playin’
cards with a Mike and Harry Wilcox. So the sheriff deputized the
lot of us, and we headed back to my place.”

The sheriff spoke up. “By the time we got
back it was dark, but there was a good moon. We knew that even
though we couldn’t see them, they could see us coming. So before we
got to where they could spot us, I sent the Wilcox brothers down
into the holler on the other side of the barn. From there the boys
could see which way they headed if they cut out on us.

“Clyde says, unless we rode straight up to
the barn like he always does, they’d know we were on to ‘em, so
that’s what we did. There was no sign of ‘em in the barn. I heard a
couple of noises out back and figured it was them, laying low ‘til
we went into the house. We let the door bang good when we went in
and lit a couple of candles. Then we went out the back where we
could see the barn and waited.

Clyde chimed in then. “In a little while, we
saw something moving around and a white man walked right out into
the moonlight. He had four slaves with him, and he was talking to
‘em. We couldn’t hear much of what he said but one thing was plain
as day—’we’re gonna meet up with my partner over at Rabbit Hash
Landing,—’ there was more to it, but we couldn’t make it out.

“All of a sudden they just faded away and
disappeared down into the hollar. We couldn’t see where they went,
but since the boys were waitin’ on ‘em, we figured they’d spot ‘em
and shore ‘nuff they did.”

“It wasn’t but a few minutes ‘til the boys
come up out of the holler. They saw the same thing we did, one
white man and four blacks, but they was too far away to catch, and
there wasn’t any way to follow ‘em without being seen. The whole
bunch headed off to the west.”

The sheriff picked up the story again. “We
set ourselves on goin’ over to Rabbit Hash and waitin’, but,
there’s no road from here to there. We had to go all the way up to
your place then cut over the fields to the river road and then down
to the landing. By the time we got there, it was too late. The boat
was already about fifty yards from shore. We could see another boat
farther out on the water, nothin’ we could do about it. We couldn’t
make out much, but there was enough moon so we could see four
blacks in the closer one and one white man.

“We could make out a man, standin’ out there
on the landing and figured he must be the white man we’d seen up at
Clyde’s place. That turned out to be right. It was Will Cutter and
he gave up without a fight. And to top that off, he had twenty
dollars in his pocket.

“We knew for sure then that it was one of
them abolitionist fellers in the boat, and this one we caught had
just collected his five dollars a head. We thought the partner
Cutter mentioned musta been already gone. But all of a sudden, we
found out different. A horse blew, back in the shadows under the
trees. That feller knew his game was up, so he charged out onto the
road at full speed and darn near ran us down. We had tied our
horses back a ways and went in on foot, so we didn’t have ‘em
handy, and that second one got clean away.

“When we got Cutter down to the jail, we
figured he’d tell us who his sidekick was, but we couldn’t get
anything out of him.”

“Well, you fellers had quite a night of it.”
Ben said, when he thought that it was his time to speak. “But I
don’t understand why you came to get me. You’ve already got your
man.”

“There might be something you can help us
with, Mr. Thomas,” the sheriff said as they rode into town. “Will
Cutter had somethin’ on him and maybe you can help us figure out
what it means.”

The town consisted of only a few buildings: a
general store and post office, a church, the sheriff’s office and
county jail. Each had a residence attached for the proprietors.
Being the county seat, Burlington also had a well maintained
meeting hall.

The sheriff’s dog bounded out, barking and
running circles around the little party as they rode into town.

Since the sheriff had no deputy, there was no
one in the office except the prisoner, locked in its only cell. In
no hurry, the men went to the house where the sheriff’s wife and
six young children waited with a hearty breakfast of bacon,
corn-meal mush and biscuits. One of the children took a plate to
the jail and thrust it under the bars for Will Cutter.

When they finished their meal, the three men
walked to the sheriff’s office. Cutter waved his finger between the
bars and yelled a stream of curses as they entered the
building.

“…and you hain’t got no evidence, Sheriff,
you hear me? You cain’t keep me locked up here. You hain’t got no
ev-ee-dense.”

The sheriff plopped down at his desk and
propped his feet on the corner. He didn’t say a word for half a
minute or so, just sat giving Cutter a lop-sided grin. Ben and
Clyde took the cue and stood aside.

“Hmm. Well now, if I ain’t got no evidence, I
reckon you’re right. Yep, I reckon I might as well go on back home
and let these two planter fellas turn you loose. Yep, I reckon
that’s just the thing to do.”

“Wait a minute, Sheriff, you cain’t do that.
Them fellers’ll string me up.”

“You sure got a powerful lot of ideas about
what I can and can’t do, Will Cutter. Seems to me you oughta be
puttin’ your mind on how to get yourself out of this pickle,
instead of telling me what I can’t do.” The sheriff took the big
iron jail key down off its peg and tossed it to Clyde.

“No! No, don’t do that!” Cutter screamed.
“I’ll tell you whatever you want.”

“Had a change of heart, have ya?” The sheriff
sat down on a bench in front of the cell and leaned back against
the wall. “You fellers might as well pull up a chair and set a
spell. It looks like our guest has got a long story to tell
us.”

Clyde and Ben each took the sheriff’s advice
and sat staring at the boy through the iron bars.

“Let’s start off by you tellin’ us how you
got your hands on this.” With a quick motion, he tossed a small
hunting knife so that it stuck into the jailhouse floor at his
feet.

The little knife’s blade, about seven inches
long, curved slightly at the point. A steel cap held its stag-horn
handle in place. A chill went through Ben when he saw the
plantation mark at the base of the handle and recognized it as the
work of Amos, his blacksmith. This was James’ missing hunting
knife.

“Where’d you get that?” he burst out.

“That’s just an ol’ knife. I don’t know where
I got it. I’ve had it for years. Maybe I found it someplace.” The
sheriff watched Will Cutter hesitate.

“No ya didn’t, Cutter,” the sheriff
countered. “You got that knife from the other no ‘count that was
down there on the landing with you last night, didn’t you?”

“You were right to come and get me, Sheriff,”
Ben said. “That knife belongs to my nephew, James.” He turned to
the prisoner. “Now, how did you get your hands on it?”

 


Cutter, alarmed by the sharp tone, almost
failed to answer. He sent his mind spinning. What’s so special
about that knife? Guy Clinton swapped me that for the one I lifted
from the general store over in Independence. There must be
something about this knife that makes it dangerous.

Guy Clinton’s the only friend I got. I can’t
let them lock him up, too. I might need him on the outside.

“I ain’t tellin’,” he blurted out, trying to
buy time to think up a plausible story.

“We ain’t gonna start that again are we,
Will?” The sheriff leaned forward and looked him in the eye.

“All right. I’ll tell you, but get him outta
here first.” He pointed at Ben. “Get him outta here, and I’ll tell
ya.”

Ben jumped to his feet. “You’ll tell us right
now, Will Cutter. Right now, right here in front of me and anybody
else that wants to hear.”

“He’s right, Will,” the sheriff said. “You’re
gonna have to tell us all, and you’re most likely gonna have to
tell the circuit judge when he comes through. So you might as well
get used to the idea.”

I got that knife nigh on to a week ago. He
thinks I got it last night. If somebody reported it missing before
that, he’s gonna find out. Will looked away from the men in
front of his cell ‘til it all came clear.

“All right,” he said, finally. “It was him. I
got it off Thomas. But I didn’t get it last night. He was down
there with me before, a while back, an’ dropped it. I just picked
it up. I didn’t figger he’d miss it, him being rich an’ all. I
figgered he could get another one any time he wanted.”

“You mean to tell me that James Thomas has
been helpin’ you steal slaves and slip ‘em across the river?” the
sheriff queried.

“You’re lyin’!” Ben burst out, without much
conviction.

“He’s one of them that claims he’s just doing
it ‘cause he thinks slavery ain’t right. But he sure takes his five
dollars, same as me.”

 


The sheriff stood and motioned to the others
to step outside. On the porch, he said, “I hate to admit it, but
Cutter’s right. I ain’t got no evidence. We seen a boat on the
river, and we seen Cutter with twenty dollars, but that ain’t
against the law. I can keep him locked up here ‘til the circuit
judge comes by the first of the month. But that’s as far as it
goes. The judge is gonna turn him loose.”

“But what we gonna do, Sheriff?” Clyde
Skinner asked.

“Ain’t a lot we can do. If I’d picked him up
while he still had them slaves in tow, we’d have him
dead-to-rights. I just thought we’d get ‘em both if we waited ‘til
be got over to Rabbit Hash, but I was wrong.”

“You gonna arrest James, Sheriff?” Ben asked
quietly.

“What for? Just ‘cause Cutter stole his knife
don’t put nothin’ on him that the judge will listen to.”

“I’ll horse-whip the little scoundrel,” Ben
bellowed.

“Now, that’d be a mighty fine start. At least
now we got one locked up, and we know one more to keep an eye
on.”

“All right if I keep the knife?”

“Sure, might as well. It ain’t evidence
against anything we got a charge on.”

 


Ben rode out of Burlington with a heavy
heart, in no hurry for his confrontation with James. He knew the
circuit judge was in Kenton County this week, so he rode to
Independence for a talk with him. By noon, he had located the judge
and confirmed that the slim evidence would not likely hold up. The
judge thought Cutter’s testifying against James would be nothing
short of a joke. Without corroboration, he wouldn’t even allow the
case in his court.

As he rode up the lane that afternoon, Tess
presented herself and ran along the stone fence nickering as though
she recognized him.

“Grover,” he said as he climbed down from the
saddle, “what is that palomino mare doing out in the pasture?”

“Oh, that’s Massa James’ hoss, Massa.”

“James? What’s he doing with it?”

“I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout all that,
Massa.”

“All right, Grover,” Ben sighed. “Do you know
where he is?”

“I reckon he might be up at the Big House,
Massa,” Grover answered. “I ain’t seen him fo’ a spell.”

He handed the reins of his tired horse to the
slave and walked toward the house. At the hitching post by the
verandah, Ben noticed Guy Clinton’s horse, and looked up to see the
young man sitting on the verandah talking with a red eyed Betsy. At
the sight of Ben approaching, Betsy leapt to her feet and ran into
the house.

“What’s the meaning of this, Clinton?” he
boomed.

“I’m terribly sorry, sir. I’m afraid I have
been the bearer of disturbing news for Miss Lewis,” the young man
said, as carefully and as formally as he could.

“And just what kind of news would make her do
that?” Ben stood erect and returned the formal stance.

“Sir, you really should be aware of this,
also.” Guy continued in his lowered tone. “It regards Miss Sally
McKee, sir.”

“Sally McKee.” Ben did not lower his tone.
“What on earth does Sally McKee have to do with Betsy?”

“Sir, y’all know that Miss McKee had to go
away to visit her aunt in Nashville. Well, it seems her leaving is
connected with your nephew, James.”

“Sally McKee and James? And you chose to talk
about that with Miss Lewis?” Ben lowered his voice. He clenched his
right fist and started to reach for Guy with the other hand, but
held back.

“She has a right to know,” Guy whined. “You
know she’s smitten with that scoundrel. She’s got a right to
know.”

“It is one thing to tell me such a thing, Mr.
Clinton. It is quite another to talk about it in the presence of a
lady. If you have something unsavory, you bring it to me. I will
decide whether to tell the ladies of this household.

“And now, Mr. Clinton, please leave.” Ben
pointed down the lane. “You may return when you have regained your
senses. But for the moment, sir, you will please leave.”

Ben’s nostrils flared as he watched Guy
Clinton mount his horse and ride down the lane.

In the house, he saw no sign of Betsy.

“Polly?” he called to his wife as he walked
into the dining room.

“Mrs. Thomas, she went upstairs with Miss
Betsy, suh.”

“I see. Thank you, Bertha.” he said. “And
where is James?”

“He went off down to the ‘bacco barn. The
las’ I saw him he was talking to my daughter and little Rufus.”
Surely, he’s not arranging to spirit them over the river,
too.

“Send someone out to get him, Bertha. And
tell him to say that I need to see James right away.” He spoke
careful so to not let his tone alarm the servants.

Ben walked into the reading room, plopped
into a big leather chair, let out a sigh of frustration and
waited.

“I’ve something to talk over with you,
James,” he said, standing, when his nephew arrived. “Sit down
there, boy.”

Ben looked James in the eye, and began.
“Either one of these things would be enough to give me a lot of
sadness. But to have two incidents at the same time is almost too
much to put up with.

“I have loved you like a son,” he said. “Ever
since my brother died and you came to live with us. I have been
closer with you than some men are with their own children. I’ve had
faith in you, and I’ve always trusted you to be honest. I thought
you looked to me with the same respect.”

Ben spoke calmly, without raising his voice,
his tone showing only sadness.

“Whatever do you mean, Uncle Ben?”

“I mean that you have been found out.” He
laid the knife on the reading table. “This was found in the
possession of your friend, Will Cutter, when he was caught
smuggling slaves.”

“Will Cutter? That no ‘count is no friend of
mine.” The lad jumped to his feet.

“Mr. Cutter seems to think otherwise.” His
uncle closed his lips tightly and leaned forward. “I’d like you to
explain to me how it is that you were seen at the Rabbit Hash
landing in the middle of the night, just after two boatloads of
slaves shoved off for Indiana.”

“That’s a lie. I don’t know who said such a
thing, but it’s just not true.”

“Then how did Will Cutter get his hands on
this knife of yours?” Ben stood and lifted the knife by its tip,
letting it dangle like a dead fish.

“There you have it. If he said he got my
knife from me last night, you know he’s lying. My knife was missing
before that. We even talked about it yesterday.”

“That’s not what he’s says. He says you’ve
been there before and you lost your knife another time.”

“Well, I don’t care what he said. I have
never had anything to do with Will Cutter. I’ve only been to Rabbit
Hash landing once in my whole life. That was when you took me
across the ferry for horse tradin’.”

Ben thought for a moment. “That’s good to
hear, James. So there must be some other explanation for his having
your knife and telling us you were with him. It’s puzzling, though.
Why would he make up a story like that if you don’t have anything
to do with him?”

“I don’t know why, but he’s makin’ it up. I
swear.”

“Then let us leave that aside for now and
clear up this other matter.” Ben nodded. It was easy enough to
believe Cutter was lying.

“Tell me about your friendship with Miss
Sally McKee.” His uncle offered a friendly smile and laid his hand
on the lad’s shoulder.

“Sally McKee?” James stared back at his
uncle. “Why I haven’t seen her, except in church. And she hasn’t
even been there for the last couple of Sundays.”

“Come now, lad. You can tell me. I was young
once, you know.”

“Uncle, I tell you that I ain’t had nothing
to do with Sally McKee.”

“Boy, I can understand a young fellow getting
caught up in the moment and doing something rash. There is another
issue here though. That is your continuing to spark on Betsy while
carrying on with Sally McKee. It is just not a proper thing.” Ben
shook his head and went on. “As far as I am concerned, your conduct
toward Betsy is the more serious.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Uncle Ben,”
James stammered.

“I mean that since you are going to have to
fulfill your obligation to Miss McKee, I am going to demand that
you act right towards Betsy. She is a fine young woman, and I want
her treated like a lady. I am downright embarrassed by what you’ve
been doing.”

“Uncle, I really don’t know what you
mean.”

“Please don’t raise your voice to me, James.
And please don’t take me for a fool,” said Ben, each of his hands
in a tight fist. “I have seen how you act toward Betsy. You go
walking with her in the evening, and you leave no doubt in anyone’s
mind that you are trying to win her affections. It is not right to
do that when you have obligations to Miss McKee.”

James drew himself up to his full height. His
eyes held firm, his lips close-pressed and his nostrils dilated.
Ben could not help but listen closely.

“Uncle Ben,” he began, “you have been a like
a father to me. You took me in when my own father died, and I want
you to know that I appreciate it. I’ll never forget what you and
Aunt Polly have done for me. You should know that I would not do
what you are saying. I don’t know where you got this notion, but
that doesn’t matter either. I can’t believe that you would think
such a thing about me.

“Now let me tell you about Betsy. I love her,
and I want her to marry me. I have not actually asked her, but
we’ve talked about it. And when we’re grown up enough and it’s time
to marry, some day I am going to marry her. That’s what my conduct
toward Betsy amounts to.

“And this other business, Uncle Ben, about
Will Cutter. I can’t imagine how you could believe anything like
that. Me, running slaves? It’s ridiculous.”

“If that is really how things are, my boy—if
that is the case, I am sorry for what I have said to you. But what
am I to understand regarding your responsibilities toward Miss
McKee?”

“Uncle, you are to understand—”

Betsy opened the reading room door just then
and James fell silent. She paused in the doorway. James hurried
across the room to her.

“Betsy,” he began, “my uncle has somehow
gotten the idea that my conduct to you has not been right. He has
accused me of other things too—things we can’t even talk about—but
as far as our intentions are concerned, I’d like for you to tell
him about our plans for the future.”

Betsy turned her face away, looked
deliberately past James to Ben and said, “I came to say that supper
is ready, sir.”

Then she turned, and with an air of conscious
rudeness, closed the door in James face.

Ben had watched carefully, trying to find
confirmation of James’ version of their relationship, and found
none. He stepped quickly forward, confronting James, trembling with
resentment.

“You almost made me believe you,” he said.
“It seems I have reason to doubt you after all.

“And one further thing, James. Where did you
get the money to purchase that horse I saw in the pasture this
afternoon?”

“That, sir,” James spat between his teeth,
“is my personal affair.” The boy strode past his uncle and left the
room. Ben watched as James walked out the front door, across the
verandah and on toward the barn.

 


 



 


Chapter 4




A Break

 


JAMES KICKED a horse dropping across the
barnyard then opened the door and stepped inside between the
stalls.

“How can Uncle Ben not see I would do that?”
he said, his voice embarrassing him by echoing around the empty
barn.

And Betsy! All I asked her to do was tell
him that I’ve been a gentleman with her. How could she refuse?

Well. I’m not going back, I’m not going to
that stupid school back east and I’m not going to sea.

They ain’t going to treat me this way. I’m
going to Texas.

From another door he gave his distinctive
whistle. Tess raised her head and looked in his direction. Another
whistle and holding up an ear of corn convinced her. She darted
from the herd and presented herself for her reward.

He put a few ears of corn in a feedbox and
while the mare crunched, he placed the saddle on her back and
attached the saddlebags. Searching through the remaining saddle
blankets, he found none large enough to sleep under. He would have
to go back to the Big House after all.

While the family ate, he entered a small
stairway at the rear of the house. In his bedroom, James gathered
three pairs of socks, his newest shirts and his toughest, most
durable trousers. He placed them into a blanket. A small can of
black powder on the floor of the clothes press caught his eye. I
sure wish I had Grandpa’s old rifle now. I’m going to have to get
one somewhere. He placed the powder can into a bundle of linen
taw and added it to his bundle.

The three dollars and twenty-six cents,
stashed under his mattress dropped into his pocket, then he slipped
down the stairs with the bedroll over his shoulder.

Instead of riding past the house to the main
road, he crossed the ridge on a path where the tall hemp hid his
passage and joined a trail toward the river road and the Tucker
farm.

Darkness was falling by the time he
intercepted the gravel roadway near the Tucker cabin. He knew the
family well and had shared meals with them from time to time.
Having skipped his supper, he was hungry. He rode up to the cabin
and called out, “Hello! Bill Tucker!”

The cabin door opened a crack. Bill Tucker
was in his thirties, but looked older. The burden of raising a
family on this little patch had taken its toll. His forty acres of
rich bottom-land produced good crops but it was hard work, from
sunup to sundown.

“James Thomas. Glad to see ya. Come on in and
set a spell.”

Three boys huddled in the corner sharing
their single book and candle. Mrs. Tucker was already filling a
bowl with porridge left from the family supper. She added biscuits
from the breadbox and Bill poured a cup of cider. The family
offered food—if there was any—to every visitor, and asked no one to
pay. James, being of the wealthier class, would pay anyway. Bill
Tucker would protest, James would insist and, in the end, Mrs.
Tucker would take his twenty-five cents gratefully and put it in
her jar on the mantle.

No one interrupted while he satisfied his
hunger, but the moment he’d finished, the middle boy blurted
out:

“I heard you got yourself in a real pickle
last night, James.”

“Hush, boy,” his father barked at him, “no
call to be rude to our guest. James’ doin’s ain’t no business of
yours. And mind, it’s Mr. Thomas to you.”

“That’s all right, Bill. He’s not gonna hurt
my feelings,” James answered crisply, “because there’s no truth to
it. My uncle believes it, and so does Betsy, I guess. But that
doesn’t make it so.

“The story is sure gettin’ around in a hurry.
How’d you hear about it already?”

“I went over to Burlington this mornin’ to
get a sack of flour and some powder. Ever’body over there is
talkin’ about it. They got that Cutter fella in jail. He says you
an’ him been sending slaves over the river for five dollars a
head.”

“That’s what my uncle told me. I don’t have
any idea why he’s sayin’ it, but he’s lyin’.” James shook his head.
“I never had anything to do with Will Cutter—never!”

“Well, I’ve known you a long time, James, and
I know Will Cutter, too. I’d believe you first, any day.”

“I’m glad to hear that, but I don’t reckon it
matters what anybody else thinks if my uncle doesn’t believe
me.”

“Thow’d you out, did he? That’s a darn
shame.”

“He didn’t throw me out. I left on my own,
and I ain’t goin’ back.”

“Mr. Thomas is gonna feel mighty bad about
that, James. You sure you want to hit the trail that fast?”

“Darn right,” James snapped. “Him and Betsy
did this. If they want to fret over it, let ‘em fret. I’m not
nearly as mad at Will Cutter for makin’ it up as I am at them for
believing it.”

“What you plannin’ on doin’?”

“I’m headin’ down Texas way. Gonna join up
with Jim Bowie and help him run the Mexicans out.”

“You don’t say?” Bill was intrigued. “I heard
there was a ruckus goin’ on. How’d you come to set your mind to
goin’ down there, anyhow?”

“A lot of good men are joinin’ the fight,
Bill,” James said seriously. “They say even ol’ Sam Houston’s gone
over to give ‘em a hand.

“The Mexicans were promising free land to
anyone that would come down there and settle, but they went back on
their word. Now, the new Texas government is sayin’ that when they
get the Mexicans kicked out for good, they’ll restore the land like
it was promised. Not only that, but anyone else that joins up and
sticks with ‘em to the end will get six-hundred forty acres,
too.”

Bill’s eyes widened. “Six-hundred an’ forty
acres?”

“That’s what I heard. It was in the Lexington
Register last week. I didn’t see it, but that’s what they
said.”

“I got a copy of the Register when I was in
town today. Let’s see just what it does say.” Bill turned to one of
the children. “Boy, bring that candle over here.”

Bill’s wife, Annamerica, cleared away the
dishes, and Bill spread the newspaper on the table. All three read
in silence, with the children trying to look over their
shoulders.

“They got some real soldier-boys down there.
There’s Jim Bowie, Bill Travis, Jim Fannin and even Sam Houston,”
Bill said.

“Here it is,” Annamerica read, “ ‘…the
proclamation of Nacogdoches declares that any volunteer who joins
the militia of the Republic of Texas for this conflict, will, at
the successful conclusion of hostilities, be granted one section of
land. Such awards will be selected from land set aside for the
purpose by the Legislature of the Republic of Texas…’ “

“That sure puts a different light on the
matter.” Bill observed. “What do you think, Mamma? Like to pack up
and move to Texas?”

“The land would sure be a blessing,” Mrs.
Tucker said. “But it wouldn’t be worth much if you got yourself
killed gettin’ it.”

Bill shrugged. “There isn’t much chance
there’ll even be a fight. It’s a thousand miles from Mexico City to
Nacogdoches. The Mexicans probably won’t even send an army up
there. Besides, the more volunteers the Texians get, the less
likely the Mexicans will be to fight.”

“I hadn’t even thought of stayin’ down there
and takin’ ‘em up on the land deal,” James put in.

“There wouldn’t be no sense in goin’ down and
fightin’ for ‘em and then not takin’ it. I sure wish I could do
it.” Bill burst out.

“Now, Bill—” Mrs. Tucker said, “we got a
field full of tobacco to get in and we’d have to make sure that we
put up enough to feed the kids on the way, and for a long time
after we got there. If we did decide to go we couldn’t do it for
months.”

“Mamma, you really thinkin’ about it? I sure
would like to have all that land. Just think, a farm a mile long
and a mile wide.”

James leaned back in his chair. “You know,
I’d love to stick around here and travel with you, but I can’t.
I’ve given up my home and cut loose from everything I know. I gotta
move on and get doin’ with the rest of my life. And, right now,
I’ve got my mind set on gettin’ to Texas.”

“We ain’t asking you to wait on us. Fact is,
we ain’t even sure we’re goin’. Like Mamma says, we got the best
crop we ever raised out there in the field right now. We gotta take
care of that. The wagon needs fixin’ up. I might even trade off my
mules for a better team afore we start on a trip like that.”

James’ eye wandered over the cabin wall and
came to rest over the fireplace. A long-rifle hung above the
mantel. He studied it for a few seconds, then rose and walked the
two steps for a closer look. Sure enough, the powder-horn under it
bore the initials of his grandfather: ‘N.T.’ The patch knife was
there too, in its same old sheath.

“Bill,” he exclaimed. “That rifle. How’d you
ever come by that?”

“That was why I went over to Burlington
today. To get powder for that,” Bill said, “I just bought it off’n
Guy Clinton yesterday. He said it was a left over from the battle
in New Orleans. Somethin’ his grandpappy used to have.”

“What? Now he’s lyin’, too?” James exploded.
“He got that rifle from me yesterday morning.”

“Ya don’t say?” Bill marveled. “I wonder how
come he made up a yarn like that? He was mighty anxious to get
money, I’ll tell you. He come by a couple of days ago and tried to
sell me one of them prison horses for ten dollars. Then, when I
wouldn’t buy that, he come back with that old firelock. I figured I
can always use another rifle with my boy comin’ up and all. And
with the crop lookin’ so good I could spare five dollars. How much
did he give you for it?”

James grinned. “I’m almost embarrassed to
say. I think he traded me that same horse he was tryin’ to sell
you. You called it a prison horse. Why’s that?”

“You know, it was one of those horses your
uncle sold to the Commonwealth of Kentucky a couple of years ago,
for the prison guards to ride. You say you bought that one
back?”

“I didn’t remember anything about that. Of
course, I was just a kid then, and I didn’t have much to do with
the horses, and nothing whatever to do with buyin’ and sellin’. But
she’s right outside here. Let’s take a look at her.”

As they stepped from the cabin door Bill
spoke up at once. “That’s her, all right. We can take a look under
the saddle blanket and make sure the brand is there, but I’ll
betcha that’s the same horse he was trying to sell me.”

“She’s got a P
branded under the saddle blanket, all right,” James said, “I didn’t
know what it meant. I wonder where he got her?”

“Most likely she was stolen in a prison break
or somethin’ like that. They don’t ever sell ‘em. They keep ‘em
‘til they’re too old for a saddle horse then send ‘em to the glue
factory.”

“Nah, Guy’s never been in jail. He’s lived
right down the road from us since we was kids. He said he got her
from a bounty hunter up here from Tennessee.”

“Well, there’s plenty of bounty hunters fresh
outta jail, and no doubt some of ‘em broke out too. No wonder he
was so all-fired set on gettin’ rid of her.”

“He told me his pa was gonna shoot her if he
didn’t get ‘er gone. Now I know why,” James mused.

“You know, son, if you get caught with that
horse, you’re gonna have a lot of explainin’ to do,” Bill said.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” James said. “I
didn’t steal her.”

“Well, you could no doubt explain it quick
enough if you got the chance. But supposin’ whoever stole her
killed somebody, maybe a guard, when he was gettin’ away. They
might shoot first and ask questions later. That bounty hunter come
up here and right away got rid of her, there’s a pretty good chance
somebody’s hot on his trail. Yep, you better get rid of that
horse.”

“I can’t, not unless I go back to my uncle’s
to live. And I’m not gonna do that.”

“Then let me tell you. You better get outta
this part of the country. You better get on your way to Texas.”

They walked back into the cabin.

“Son,” Bill said, “you can’t start off in the
middle of the night for a trip like that. And it ain’t a good idea
to go off down the river road when you do go. You might run into
somebody who knows what that horse is. No sir, you better not go
that way.”

“What should I do?” James asked.

“Put your horse up in the barn for tonight,
and you can sleep in the loft with the boys. I got an idea that
might get you on your way. There’s a flatboat loadin’ over at
Covington for N’Orleans. That’d be a mighty fine start.”

 


James woke the next morning to the smell of
bacon and biscuits. Bill was just coming back into the house from
hitching a team.

“‘Morning, James,” Bill said as James climbed
down the ladder. “We’ll eat and then be on our way.”

“You goin’ with me?” James asked,
surprised.

“Sure, as far as the dock. The captain’s
gonna need an extra rifle on board, but he ain’t gonna take on a
complete stranger unless someone puts in a word for him.”

“But,” James said, as he scampered down the
ladder, “I don’t have a rifle.”

“Oh, yes you do,” Bill said, and reached
above the fireplace to retrieve the weapon. “I’ll sell it back to
you for the same six dollars I got in it. That’s five I gave
Clinton for the rifle, and the dollar extra I gave him for the
powder-horn and patch knife. You can pay me when we get down to
Texas or when you come back up here. Whichever way it goes.”

“I sure don’t like the idea of owin’
somebody. But if you’re willing to do it I’ll have to take you up
on it. I’ll see to it that you get your money, too, the first
chance I get. And I’ll make sure there’s a place for you in Jim
Bowie’s army if you come down.”

When they finished breakfast, Mrs. Tucker
handed James a pair of loaded saddlebags.

“You’re going to need this,” Annamerica told
him. “I put a couple of needles and some thread in your pack,” she
said, “and a sack of salt, dried apples and corn meal, too.”

“That’s mighty nice of you, Ma’am.”

“You probably won’t need it on the boat, but
if you don’t waste it, it’s gonna come in mighty handy when you hit
out across Texas.”

“Yes, Ma’am. But when I get to Texas, I’m
gonna join up with Jim Bowie, and the army will take care of my
grub and tackle from then on.”

“You’d best not count on it. There’s gonna be
more men showin’ up there everyday. Why, they probably don’t even
have any women. There won’t be anybody that knows how to count
noses or tell how much grub to fix.”

“I’ll take care to not waste it.” James
grinned. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

Halfway through the morning, the wagon
reached a hilltop overlooking the landing. James saw men
transferring wagonloads of rope, twine, furs and other goods below
deck.

Across the river, smoke rose from the stacks
of a steamboat preparing to cast off for a trip up river. It was
loaded, no doubt, with furs from St. Louis, whiskey from
Louisville, and sailcloth and hemp rope from right here at
Cincinnati. The steamboat would stop at Maysville and again at
Marietta to pick up wood for its burners, but this was its last
stop to load cargo before Wheeling or Pittsburgh. There, the cargo
would be off-loaded and hauled by wagon east to Philadelphia and
New York.

As the wagon rumbled up to the Covington
landing, James got his first close look at a river flatboat. Heavy
ropes secured the craft to trees. A steady stream of workers
carried goods up box-like walkways and handed them off to others
for packing into the hold.

About thirty feet wide and fifty feet long,
the boat was smaller than most flats on the Ohio River. Even
heavily loaded, its bottom sunk no more than two feet under the
surface. The bow curved out of the water to allow the nose to
extend a few feet onto the shore when beached.

Two holes in the deck, equally distant fore
and aft, provided access for the muscular cargo handlers
maneuvering coils of rope and carrying them below deck. More rope
and bales of binding twine waited their turn.

After a few minutes’ study, James realized
the box-like walkways were hatch covers, to be brought aboard and
installed before casting off.

A sturdy pen for livestock, holding one horse
and one cow, stood between the two hatches. An arched canvas roof
covered the area to keep rain off the animals and their feed. A
layer of straw covered the deck to make clean up easier. A long
narrow manger, the width of the pen, bulged with hay. It was
covered to prevent the animals from eating.

In front of the stock pen, another box-like
structure, taller than a man and three feet deep stretched across
the deck with a five foot passageway on each side.

“What do you suppose that is, Bill?”

“They called that the center locker. It’s for
stuff that needs more air than it’ll get below deck. See how it’s
right in front of the livestock? Horses get a little spooked on the
water. That locker is right there, so’s they can’t see what’s ahead
of ‘em. Helps ‘em stay calm.”

A small cabin about eight feet long graced
each end of the boat. James guessed that one provided shelter for
the captain and the other for the Negro slaves. The captain, with a
tallyboard in hand, checked the loading of tobacco twists. Bill
drew the wagon up and greeted the riverman.

“Good morning, Captain.”

“Well, Bill Tucker. What brings you down here
this mornin’? You got somethin’ you want to send down river?”

“Matter of fact, I reckon I do, Captain,”
Bill and James both stepped down from the wagon box. He dropped the
reins on the ground at the feet of the horses as a ground
hitch.

“This here’s a friend of mine,” he told the
skipper. “He needs to work passage for hisself and his horse. Can
you use an extra hand?”

“I see you got a rifle there,” the captain
said to James. “You know how to use it?”

“Yes sir! I’m a pretty good shot. I can bark
a squirrel off a tree at fifty yards.”

“Yeah, maybe so, but did you ever shoot an
outlaw or a Injun?”

“No, sir.” The lad squirmed. “But I’m gonna
have to learn. I’m on my way to Texas to join up with Jim Bowie. If
it’s somethin’ that’s got to be done, I reckon I can do it right
along with the next man.”

“We’ll see about that. How much grit a
feller’s got is somethin’ you don’t find out ‘til the fat’s in the
fire.” The captain eyed him for a moment, “Where’d you get that
rifle?”

“It used to belong to my grandpa. He carried
it at Tippecanoe—got killed there,” James said, his chest swelling
with pride.

“Is that right? What does your pa do?”

“My pa never went to war. He died of the
fever a long time back. My uncle brought me up.”

“And who might that be, son?”

“Benjamin Thomas, sir. He’s a planter over in
Boone—”

“I know who Ben Thomas is, and now I know who
you are.” The captain thrust out his lower lip. “The whole
countryside is buzzing with what you done. You ain’t gettin’ on my
boat. I ain’t haulin’ no slave runners.”

“There ain’t no truth to that, Captain.”
James almost shouted. “That no count Will Cutter made that up. I
don’t have any idea why, but he just made it up. There ain’t no
truth in it.”

“Captain, I think the boy is telling the
truth,” Bill interjected. “I’ve known him since he was a pup, and
it just don’t seem to me to be the kind of thing he’d do. I know
Cutter, too, and I wouldn’t put it past him to tell anything on
anybody.”

“How come a feller would make up a story like
that when he’s already got hisself caught?” the captain pulled up
the left corner of his mouth.

“I don’t rightly know, unless he’s trying to
cover for somebody else. But I believe the boy, and I wouldn’t
believe Will Cutter on a stack of Bibles.”

“Well, your word’s always been good enough
for me, Bill,” he said. “I guess there’s no reason to change now.
Go ahead, son. Get that horse on board. Toss your swag in that fore
cabin. We’ll be shoving off as soon as I get this cargo
stowed.”

“There is one other thing, Captain,” James
said. “I need to earn six dollars. I owe Bill here, and I want to
be able to send the money back to him as soon as I get there, if
there’s any way I can. Is there anything I can do to earn six
dollars on this trip?”

“Well you got you a lot of spunk for somebody
that’s in the spot you’re in. Don’t push your luck. I’m givin’ you
an’ your horse free passage now.”

“I understand, Sir,” James said. “But I owe
him, and I want to make good on it. I just had to ask.”

“No harm done,” the captain said.

Bill spoke up. “There ain’t no need to fret
over that, James. I said you can pay me when you get back or we
come down there.”

“I know, Bill, but I want to set it right as
quick as I can.”

“Ya, know, lad...” the captain said and
turned back to James. “There might be a way you could make that six
dollars. These here ‘baccar twists... you can buy ‘em here in
Covington for a halfpenny and you can get four or five cents for
‘em in Nachez or N’Orleans. Chawin’ t’baccar is hard to come by
down there.”

“You mean it’d be all right with you if I buy
up some of ‘em and then sell ‘em when we get down South?”

“Yep, that’s what I mean.” The captain
agreed. “There’s sixty on a stick, you can hang ‘em in the cabin so
you don’t get ‘em mixed up with mine.”

“I ain’t got but three dollars and a penny
left, so I’ll just buy three sticks. That’ll get me the six dollars
that I need. Thank you, Captain.”

The captain turned his attention to the
loading.

“Pardon me, Captain. I do have another
question.” James said.

“What is it, son?”

“Uncle Ben picks out some of his best leaf
and has a few cigars rolled every year. He smokes one every now and
again, but I can’t see what a feller would do with a ‘twist’.”

The captain gave a good laugh. “Now that’s
what I call buyin’ a pig in a poke, for sure. You’re gonna buy a
hundred and eighty of ‘em and don’t even know they’re for?”

“I know what I’m gonna do with ‘em,” James
tossed back. “I’m gonna sell ‘em for five cents apiece when we get
to New Orleans and make the six dollars. I figure that if you’re
willing to put money in ‘em, they must be something I can sell. It
doesn’t matter what the buyer does with ‘em.

“I ain’t ashamed to admit I don’t smoke
cigars. Did it once—me and Guy Clinton took one of Uncle Ben’s
cigars out back of the barn when I was about ten. I got sick as a
dog. I never did that again. But I can’t figure out how to go about
smokin’ one of those twists if I tried.”

“I reckon that sets me straight.” The captain
grinned. “I didn’t mean to make small of you. I see ‘em every day.
Seemed like everybody know’d what they was.

“They ain’t for smokin’,” he continued.
“They’re chawin’ t’baccar. Surely you seen men chew?”

“Well now, Steven Lewis, that’s a man worked
for my uncle, used to chew tobacco before he died. He’d just take
some of the cigars that didn’t turn out right and stick them in his
pocket. Then when he wanted to chew he’d bite off a chunk.”

“Yeah, some fellers do that if they don’t
chaw much, but mostly a man’ll stick a twist in his pocket and
carry it around. It don’t take any special package and they hold up
right good.

“T’baccar for makin’ a good twist is pretty
much the same as for makin’ a cigar. The leaves got to be ‘in
case.’ That means soft, but not so soft they’re gonna mold. If they
cure too long, and the leaves get dry and crumbly, you can sprinkle
a little water on ‘em to soften ‘em up before ya roll ‘em.

“They ain’t hard to make. You stack up eight
or ten leaves, no stems, ‘course, and roll good and tight. Then you
twist the roll into a circle, and tuck in the ends.

“Why you want to know all this anyway, boy?
You reckon you’re gonna start growin’ t’baccar out in Texas?” the
captain said with a grin.

“Not sure I wanted to know all that.”
James returned the smile. “But you never know, Captain. I don’t
suppose I’ll ever twist any tobacco myself, but now at least I know
how. Thank you.”

“This boy’s somethin’,” the captain muttered
to Bill.

“Yep,” Bill answered. “I tol’ ya he was a
good kid.”

As Bill said his goodbyes to James and the
captain, two slaves carried the sticks on board, six or eight at a
time. When the center locker filled, the captain counted from his
tally pad and paid off the wagoneer.

James stepped forward and handed the man a
dollar, collected three sticks and his change, then made his way to
the fore cabin where he hung the twists high on the cabin wall.

There they are, he thought to himself,
just like money in the bank.

When captain gave the order to cast off,
James was surprised at the how quickly the boat got underway.
Within a few minutes, two slaves manning the steering paddles, or
sweeps as the captain called them, moved the boat out fifty feet
from the bank.

Almost immediately, the current brought their
speed to as fast as a man would walk. One slave on the fore poling
deck and one aft manipulated the sweeps to keep a proper distance
from the shore.

“Main current!” the captain called. The
slaves maneuvered their paddles to push the craft out another fifty
feet into the more rapid current of the river’s center flow.

 


 



 


Chapter 5




The Search is On

 


DURING THE MEAL that evening, Ben intended
not to mention James, but the empty chair was impossible to ignore.
Everyone sat uneasily, expecting the lad to walk in at any
minute.

Finally, supper concluded, Polly spoke up.
“Ben, you really should have someone go look for that boy. He’s a
member of this family, and he should show us the courtesy of having
supper with us.”

“He’ll come back, Polly,” her husband
responded. “And when he does, I’ll have a talk with him. I’m sure
he doesn’t want to embarrass himself any more by failing to take
meals with us.”

“Well, as far as I’m concerned,” Betsy
whispered, “I’d just as soon not have to look at him this
evening.”

“The ways of men are not for us to fathom,
Betsy,” Polly philosophized. “It’s a burden women must learn to
bear, tolerating the strange and destructive things men do.”

“Now, what do you mean by that, Polly?” Ben
said.

“I mean precisely what I say.” Polly laid her
napkin aside and looked him in the eye. “One man, whom we’ve grown
to love and respect, engages in such behavior that it is almost
unbelievable. The second, whom we hardly know, shows up on our
doorstep telling Betsy those dreadful guttersnipe tales. The third,
who we’ve come to depend on for our protection, bombasts about for
a few minutes then does absolutely nothing. It’s ludicrous.

“Come Betsy, let’s go to my sewing room where
we can talk for a while. Good-bye Benjamin. Please let us know when
you have all this taken care of.”

Polly and Betsy left the room together,
astounding Ben by giggling and chattering as they went up the
stairs.

When Bertha and her daughter arrived a few
minutes later for their evening clean up, Ben still sat at the
dining table in deep thought. He rose and went onto the verandah to
enjoy a cigar and watch the evening’s last rays.

Surely, he thought, James would
never do what Will Cutter claimed. You never know what young people
are going to do, though, especially if there is
someone around putting on a high sounding claim to right and
Godly.

Then, there’s the matter of Guy Clinton
setting up here telling Betsy all that. Well, that’s easy enough to
explain. Betsy’s a pretty girl. He’s just trying to make James look
bad. But then, why did Sally McKee go, if what the Clinton boy said
wasn’t true?

Ben closed his eyes and tried to divert his
thoughts, but could not leave James and the trouble from swirling
through his mind. I wish that boy would come back here, and
explain all this when he does.

Darkness fell, and he sat watching the stars.
Eventually, the moon joined them and brightness spread. Polly came
out and sat next to him.

“Benjamin,” she said, “you have got to get to
the bottom of this. Betsy is broken hearted. She loves James, and
she just can’t go on not knowing if the young Mr. Clinton is lying,
or if James really is going to have to marry Sally McKee.”

“Guy Clinton might have just made that up,”
Ben said shaking his head. “He has been comin’ around here for a
while sparkin’ on Betsy, but she hasn’t paid him no mind. I don’t
think that just because he said something, you ought to take it
like gospel.”

“You sure sounded like you believed it this
afternoon. Has something happened to change your mind?” Polly
leaned forward so she could see his face in the moonlight.

“Nothing happened. I’ve just had time to
think on it some, and it just doesn’t sound like what James would
do. Especially that other business, it just has to be that Cutter
is lying.”

“What other business are you talking about,
Ben?” Polly asked.

“Oh, I am so sorry I let that out, Polly.
There was no need to burden you with it, but now I suppose I’ve got
to tell you. Sheriff’s got a feller in jail over in Burlington for
slave running. He claims that James was helping him. I don’t
believe it, but I got pretty heavy-handed when I was trying to find
out what James knew. I know he thinks I believe it. That’s why he
left. It wasn’t because he was embarrassed about this Sally McKee
thing.

“Mind, I think it is more likely he’s been
carryin’ on with Sally McKee than it is he’s been runnin’ slaves.
Most likely, he’ll be able to give us an answer to both when he
comes back.”

“I hope it’s not so about the McKee girl,”
Polly said. “Betsy shouldn’t have to put up with all this. We’ve
got to get to the bottom of it, whether he comes back or not.”

“Oh, he’s coming back. He’s been known to
stay all night at the Tucker place when he was out hunting. I’ll
bet he’s over there right now. He’ll come trumpin’ back here in the
morning and we’ll clear all this up.”

“Now,” Polly said, “that’s enough about Betsy
and James. It’s time for us to think a mite about Ben and Polly.
Let’s us go upstairs to our own bed and worry about all this
tomorrow.”

He took her hand and they walked back into
the house together.

 


“That boy is being too pig-headed about
this,” Ben said, when morning came with no sign of James “I’m going
to send someone over to the Tucker place and round him up. What he
needs is a good sound thrashin’.”

“Remember what we said last night,” Polly
reminded him. “We have to get to the bottom this. So let’s hear
what he has to say before you go getting too hot under the
collar.”

“All the same, I’m going to have someone go
over and get him. You’re right, of course. I’ve got to keep my
head.”

Polly laid her hand on his. “Let me be the
first to talk to him when he gets here.”

“Do you really think that he will talk to you
about something as delicate as this business with Miss McKee?”

“Oh, no. He’ll fidget and fumble and deny it,
but maybe, looking him in the face, I’ll be able to tell if he’s
lying. I want to be able to say to Betsy that I used my own senses
to decide whatever I have to tell her.”

“You’re right, he will say it different to
you than to me. Right now, he’s mighty angry at me. You get first
crack at him.”

“Grover,” Ben called, in the direction of the
barns.

A moment later, Grover’s head appeared at the
open hay loft door. “Yes, suh, Massa.” he called back.

“Come down here a minute, Grover,”

Grover immediately disappeared from the loft
window, and after a short time came out the barn door on his way to
the house.

“Grover,” Ben said when the slave arrived. “I
want you to send someone over to the Tucker place and see if Master
James is there. Tell him to say that I wish to see him at
once.”

“Yes, suh, I’ll go myself if you say it’s all
right, Massa.”

“No, no, you stay here. Send someone else,
and be quick about it.”

“Yes, suh, I’ll send Jacob then, suh, if
that’s all right. You want him to take a horse, suh, or you want
him to go afoot?”

“Tell him to take a horse, and have him
saddle that new palomino that James bought and take it along.”

“That mare ain’t here this mornin’, suh.”

“Then I reckon James has a mount already.
Well, get him on his way. Have him come straight back here and
report to me.”

“Yes, suh, we get it done, suh.” Grover
turned back down the path.

Smart-aleck little upstart, Ben
thought. He is going to be in for a surprise when he finds
himself marched in front of Polly.

While he waited, he busied himself with his
every-day duties of running the plantation. He no longer needed a
task-master to oversee the day to day work, so after Steven Lewis
died, Benjamin personally took over the duties of keeping track of
the hemp. Grover’s family knew their jobs and did them well.
Benjamin’s only part in all of it was to tell them when each job
needed to be done and arrange for the storage and sale of the crop.
He knew that if he forgot something, Grover would remind him.

Today, however, he needed no help or
reminder. He opened his tally book and saw a note he had written
back in April. “Hemp, 100 days” was scrawled across the top of the
page. His eye turned at once to the impenetrable mass of hemp
canes, standing in their millions, in the forty acre flat field
between the barns and the next hollar.

Only one hundred days since April, when they
harrowed the ground and broadcast the seeds. One hundred days to
transform the tiny seeds into the spindly giants ten to twelve feet
tall. Over an inch a day. He took a deep breath through his nose.
Yes! The smell of hemp told him it was nearly ready. He rose and
walked toward the field.

The goal in raising hemp was to produce the
maximum number of long tough fibers possible. This was best done by
planting the seeds close together so the plants would grow tall and
thin. The close spacing made the hemp field impregnable by any
animal larger than a cottontail. A cow or a horse could crush their
way through, but they wouldn’t. There was nothing there that they’d
want to eat and nothing there to pique their curiosity. The field
was also impregnable to other plants. Any weed sprouting in the
hemp was quickly choked out.

As he approached, a flight of doves rose from
the field. The tops of the hemp shook violently at the edge nearest
the barn. The tall, powerful stalks were parted right and left. No
doubt a dog had plunged into the maze in hot pursuit of a
rabbit—the dog became frustrated. He thrashed about no more than
ten feet from the spot he entered. Presently, he discovered his own
trail and traced his steps back into the sunshine.

Ben pushed into the mass two or three feet
and with his folding knife, cut one of the stalks near the ground.
The aroma of cut ripe hemp rose to his nose. He forced his way back
into the sunlight and examined the cut he had just produced. It was
ready. As soon as the workers finished topping the tobacco it would
be time to lay the hemp down.

Ben stood back from the crop and examined the
overall look of the stand. The stalks were not quite as tall this
year as last, the leaves not quite as dark. “The soil is playin’
out here,” he said to himself. “Next year we’ll plant beans here
and move the hemp to the tobacco bed and the tobacco to the bean
field.”

Steven Lewis had shown him that by moving the
crops about from time to time he could markedly improve production.
Lewis had even convinced him one year, to let this very field go to
waste. He let the livestock run on it, eat the weeds and add their
own fertilizer. The next year tobacco grown here was better than
ever.

Back on the verandah, he made notes in his
tally book of the plans for next year’s crops. He noticed the
fragrance of hemp still clunging to his fingers.

Presently he saw Jacob returning.

“Massa Thomas, suh,” Jacob reported, “Ah’s
been over to the Tucker place. Massa James ain’t no place to be
seed over there, suh.”

“Well, did you ask Tucker if he had seen
him?”

“No suh, Mistuh Tucker, he ain’t there
either, suh.” Jacob very carefully pronounced “Mister” to make sure
that he did not use the honorary “Master” for a lowly farmer.

“Did Mrs. Tucker say anything to let you know
if James had been there?”

“No, suh. She just stood there with that ol’
blunderbuss in her hand. Tol’ me that her husband ain’t there but
he’d be back any minute, and then she tol’ me to git.”

“That’s all then, Jacob. When you see Grover,
tell him that I want to talk to him.”

“Yes, suh.”

Sometime later, Grover reported to the house
and received his instructions about laying down the hemp. As he
left, Betsy came out behind the two boys who ran squealing down the
steps onto the lawn.

“Looks like it’s going to be a nice day
today,” Betsy said pleasantly, “maybe not so hot.”

“Jacob just came back from the Tucker place,”
he said. “James wasn’t there”

Betsy’s expression did not change.

“That can’t matter to me, Mr. Thomas,” she
said. “Mrs. Thomas and I have talked this all through and I know
what I must do. I must not concern myself further with James or any
other man.” She hurried down the steps to separate the boys, who
were fighting over the largest half of an earthworm.

 


Betsy was right about the weather. The sun
relented from its scorching habits of late, even ducking behind a
white puffy cloud on occasion. The songs from the Negroes as they
finished topping the tobacco were more joyous, too. Hidden in their
music was a prayer that the summer heat had truly turned before
they started the backbreaking labor of stacking hemp.

A light misting rain moved in the next day,
and everyone on the plantation got a break from routine labors. It
continued wet and cool all that week. Topping tobacco was finished,
and since they couldn’t work the hemp in wet weather, the slaves
had time to tend to their personal needs. Time now to patch their
clothes, fix household items and rest their weary muscles.

During that week, Betsy and the boys spent
most of their time in the reading room, drawing pictures, doing
numbers and reading. When Polly stopped in to see how their lessons
were going, Little Benjamin leaped from his chair.

“Mamma, Mamma!” He took a deep breath, and
recited, “the square of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal
to the sum of the squares of the other two sides.” The boy sat back
and smiled proudly.

“Uh— oh, that’s nice, Benny. What does that
mean?”

“I don’t know,” he mumbled. “Betsy told me.”
The big smile faded, but quickly recovered. With the grin back on
his face, he went on.

“But I can show you how it works,” the boy
said excitedly. “If I take three sticks and cut one of them three
inches long, one of them four inches long and one of them five
inches long then put all the ends together, I get a perfect corner
every time!”

“Why that’s wonderful, Benny.” His mother
beamed.

“She showed me something too, Mamma,” his
little brother interjected.

“Oh, did she?” Polly hugged the little boy
and smiled. “What did Betsy show you, darling?”

The little boy scrambled back to the table
and his chalk board. He labored carefully for a moment.

“See, Mama!” he plopped on his mother’s lap,
threw his arms around her neck and laughed. “I wrote MAMA!”

“You certainly did, dear,” Polly kissed the
little boy on the cheek, “and I am so pleased. Now, you boys sit
there at the table for a few minutes. Betsy and I must talk about
other things. We’ll be right here, sitting on the sofa.” With that,
she motioned to Betsy to sit with her.

“You are doing such a good job teaching the
boys, Betsy. Benjamin and I are both very pleased.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Thomas.” Betsy responded.
“They are getting restless, being cooped up here in the house all
day.”

“Yes, it must be hard for you,” Polly
said.

“Oh no, we are doing just fine. The boys
would like to get outside more, but there is always plenty to do.
And, we do enjoy each other so much.”

“I’m glad to hear that, and I imagine you
need something to take your mind off that rascal James.”

“It is hard not to think of him. Especially,
it’s hard not to think about Sally McKee.” Betsy looked down. “Mrs.
Thomas, she’s not even pretty. I don’t understand why he would ever
go to seeing her.”

“Now, we don’t know it’s true, Betsy,” Polly
counseled. “Guy Clinton is the only one I know of who’s said
anything about it.”

“I’ve been able to keep my dignity in front
of Mr. Thomas, and everyone except you. But I don’t know how long I
can go on without knowing something.”

“What you’ve got to do,” Polly said, “is to
know that it’s not true until you see some real proof.”

Tears burst from Betsy. “You mean ‘til I see
Sally McKee with a baby.”

The boys stared. They had never seen Betsy
cry or raise her voice.

“No, no,” Polly erupted. “Not even then. That
wouldn’t mean that James had anything to do with it. We do know,
for sure, that Guy Clinton is not to be trusted. Just that he
talked to you about such a thing is enough to know that there is
something wrong.

“What we have to do is be patient,” Polly
continued, “’til Benjamin gets through looking into this and finds
out if it is true or not.”

The tears dried up immediately. “I’m sorry
Mrs. Thomas. I promised you and myself that I wouldn’t do that.”
Betsy looked her in the eye. “But what can Mr. Thomas do? He can’t
go to Sally’s father and ask about such a thing. And if he starts
asking around, it’ll just start rumors and make people think it is
true. I don’t think he’s going to be able to find out
anything.”

“You underestimate Benjamin.” Polly looked
confident. “Let’s wait a few days and see what progress he’s made.”
Polly continued quietly. “I wanted so to talk to that boy the day
he left, and Ben agreed. I wish he’d come back.”

“Did anyone ever talk to Mr. Tucker to see if
James had been there?”

“I don’t know. I’ll ask Benjamin.”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter where he went that
night. We all know where he is now. He’s run off to sea, just like
he said he would. He’s probably heading to Philadelphia right now,
to sign up on one of those new sailing ships the navy is
building.”

“If that’s right, dear,” Polly said, “then
he’ll be gone for two years. That’s how long they sign up new
sailors for. When he comes back, you’ll still be a young woman. You
wouldn’t have married before that anyway, even if he’d stayed
here.”

“We talked about that, Mrs. Thomas, and he
told me that was what he wanted to do.” Betsy said. “But, if all
this is true—”

“The field hands are idle ‘til the weather
dries out,” Polly said. “That’ll give Ben some time to look around.
He’ll find out.”

“If this is all just hot air from Guy Clinton
then I won’t have any trouble waiting for him for two years. But if
James is the kind of man who’s been sneaking off with Sally McKee
while he’s sparkin’ on me, then I don’t ever want to talk to him
again, whether he comes back in two years or if he comes back in
two days.”

 


Ben was at that moment, trying to learn how
James had disappeared. He first went to Burlington to re-interview
Will Cutter, but Cutter knew the circuit judge would order his
release and had no reason to talk. Ben’s results were no better
than they had been on his last visit.

As he rode out of Burlington, he considered
going by the Clinton farm, but thought better of it and turned
north see Bill Tucker.

It was a long ride from Burlington and the
most direct route would have taken Ben right back through his own
property. Today, though, he wanted to keep what he was doing quiet
until had something to go on. An hour later, he came to the River
Road near Bill Tucker’s farm.

“Hello, Bill Tucker.”

Bill’s voice responded from behind. “I’m over
here, Mr. Thomas, at the barn.”

Ben tied his horse to a hitching post and
walked across the road.

“Well now, Mr. Thomas. What brings you over
here in the wet?”

“Bill, you know my nephew, James. I just
dropped by to ask if you’d seen him.”

“Matter of fact, I have. He came by the night
he left your place and stayed over with us ‘til mornin’.”

“Where’d he go from here?”

“He didn’t rightly tell me not to say where
he was off to, but I’m wonderin’ if I oughta say or not.”

“Come on, Bill. He’s got nothing to be afraid
of from me.”

“Of course, I know what that Cutter boy said
that James’ been doin’. I gotta tell you though, I don’t believe a
word of it.”

“I don’t either. Runnin’ slaves is just not
something that boy would do. The other thing they’re sayin’ maybe,
but not runnin’ slaves. I’m just sure he didn’t do it.”

Bill took the traveler’s wet horse into the
barn, unsaddled him, and put down hay and grain while they
talked.

“So there’s other things, too, eh?”

“Boys will be boys, you know. It’s just that
Guy Clinton was saying some things about him. I don’t even want to
talk about it ‘til I get some proof. It’d just be gossip.”

“Clinton, eh?” Bill tugged at his beard, “His
name sure comes up a lot lately.”

“Oh? How’s that?”

Bill told Ben about Guy Clinton’s connection
to the prison horse. How he had traded the horse to James for the
long rifle, and then sold the rifle to Bill.

“You mean that palomino horse was one of
mine?”

“Sure enough. James saw the prison brand on
her, but he didn’t know what it meant.”

“Well, I’ll be horn-swaggled.”

“Mama’s gonna have some vittles on here in
just a bit. Come up to the house and eat with us, Mr. Thomas. I
gotta do some thinkin’ on how much more I oughta tell you about
James’ business.

“Wait,” Ben said in a solemn tone. “I do want
to tell you more about the other matter, but it’s something that I
can’t speak of in front of your wife. Can we just sit here for a
minute while I tell you the rest?”

“Sure, what is it?”

Bill sat on an upturned bucket and Ben on a
wagon tongue while the rest of the story unfolded. When the planter
finished, Bill sat silently for a moment.

“I was beginning to think Guy Clinton was a
low-down, but I never had any idea how bad. I hope you didn’t
believe any of that about little Sally.”

“I didn’t know what to believe. That’s why
I’m out today. Tryin’ to find out what’s what.”

“Well, I can tell you what’s what on that
score. Guy Clinton is lyin’. We caught him lyin’ about the rifle
and he was lyin’ about the horse. And I’m tellin’ you he’s lyin’
about this, too. I know her pappy just as good as I know you. Nah,
better. And I can tell you that Guy Clinton is lyin’.”

“What really happened? If James didn’t do it,
who did?”

“That’s the really lowest-down part of what
Guy Clinton done. He musta been figuring on gettin’ Betsy to run
off with him someplace before Sally gets back and he gets found
out.”

“But, then, who is the daddy?”

“There ain’t no daddy. Sally’s aunt Nora come
down sick with somethin’ bad. Consumption, I think. Her pa sent
Sally down to Nashville to help her aunt through her final
days.”

Silence fell over the barn.

It was mid-day, and Mrs. Tucker rang the
dinner bell hanging outside her kitchen door. Courtesy forced Ben
to accept Bill’s invitation and stay, but he was anxious to get
home so he could tell Polly of his discovery.

“You know,” Bill said, as they ate, “I think
I oughta tell you what James is up to.” Ben said little as he
learned of James’ recovery of the long rifle and his start down
river on the long trek to Texas and of their plans to join him.

“Mighty fine meal, Mr. Tucker,” Ben said.
“Thank you for your hospitality. But I’ve got to be gettin’ back to
my own place. We’re going to miss the boy, but Polly is going to be
happy to hear what you told me.

“I’d like to give you this dollar as a token
of my appreciation for you taking care of my horse and for taking
care of me.”

“That’s too much, Mr. Thomas, I can’t accept
so much,” Mrs. Tucker said.

“Please, Mrs. Tucker, you wouldn’t deprive a
man of the honor of paying his own way, now would you? Thank you
for a fine meal and thank you for helping James along, too.”

“And Bill, before you start off for Texas,
you stop by my place. I’m sure I’ve got things that’ll come in
handy for you when you’re first gettin’ started down Texas way.
I’ll have some things of James’ that I’d like to send with you,
too. If you got the room.”

The rain stopped by the time Ben recovered
his horse and took the short trace across the fields to the
plantation. When he arrived, he rode directly to the barn to have
Jacob care for his horse.

He noticed that the buggy, usually stored
under the extended roof on one side of the barn, was not in its
spot.

“Jacob, who has the buggy out?” he asked, as
he handed the horse over.

“Miss Betsy took the buggy out suh, ‘bout
noon.”

“Miss Betsy?”

“Yes, suh, Miss Betsy, suh.” Jacob
answered.

Ben almost ran to the house.

“Polly?” he shouted as he entered.

She appeared at once and after a few moments
conversation Ben dropped into a chair.

“Betsy went where?”

 


 



 


Chapter 6




On The River

 


HOW LONG’S IT BEEN since you fired that
rifle, son?” the captain said, as soon as the flatboat was well on
its way.

“Actually, I’ve never fired this one. My
uncle always let me use one of his when we went huntin’,” the lad
answered. “I reckon one’s just like another. Don’t you worry,
Captain, I’ll be ready to use it if I have to.”

“Well, son, I do tend to worry over such as
that,” the captain said. “If river-pirates or Injuns come swarmin’
over the side and that rifle won’t fire, yo’r hair is gonna get
lifted first, but mine’ll be right behind.”

“I ain’t gonna let that happen, sir.”

“Then you better get that rifle out and fire
it off a couple o’ times. Let’s just make sure everything is
workin’ right.”

“If you say so, Captain,” the lad responded.
“But, I’ll be ready when it’s needed.”

“We’ll make sure of that. There’s powder,
flint and ball in the powder locker amidship.” That remark gave
James his first mild dismay when he realized he had brought no
flint for his rifle. It should have been there in his patchbox, but
he had forgotten all about it. The captain had flint. At least he
didn’t have to admit he had forgotten.

James had seen the militia practice their
ten-step process of loading, priming, aiming and firing their
weapons. He didn’t remember exactly how each step went, but he was
sure that he could do it fast enough to impress the captain. He had
loaded and fired often enough while hunting with his uncle and his
friends.

After filling his powder-horn from the
captain’s keg, he laid out his patches and ball on top of the rail.
Next, he carefully pulled back the hammer. It clicked into the
“half-cocked” position. At half-cock, the weapon would not fire
when he pulled on the trigger.

Picking up the powder-horn, he poured a small
amount down the barrel and noticed the captain watching him. He
quickly laid a patch on top of the bore, placed a ball on top of
the patch and reached for the ramrod. A thump told him the ball had
fallen and roll across the deck.

He looked quickly in the captain’s direction
but the man was paying no attention. Scrambling after it, he
retrieved the ball. The next try went much better. This time he
held the ramrod between the fingers of his left hand so he didn’t
have to reach to get it. It was harder to ram the ball down the
barrel than it had been with his uncle’s gun, but it went down,
solid against the powder. His uncle always insisted that he get the
ball down solid. He gave the rod one more thump to be sure,
avoiding more embarrassing mistakes. He brought the weapon level
and splashed a little powder into the pan.

At his shoulder, the rifle felt comfortable.
The stock fit firmly and the sights were at just the right spot in
front of his eye. He pulled the hammer back to full-cock and heard
the solid click as the sear grabbed the hammer, holding it, waiting
for him to fire.

Taking careful aim at a drifting log
twenty-five or thirty yards from the boat, he squeezed the trigger.
“Squeeze the trigger,” his uncle had said, “always squeeze the
trigger. Don’t jerk it.” So he carefully squeezed, and squeezed. It
seemed it would never fire, but suddenly the hammer fell, sparks
flew as the flint struck the steel. There was a flash as the powder
in the pan burst into flame, then nothing. The gun didn’t fire.

James stood for a moment in dismay. Smoke
from the flash in the pan burned his eyes. Confused and
disappointed, he started to turn around, but suddenly there was a
shout from behind him.

“Git that muzzle back o’er the side!” The
captain leaped the few feet across the deck and struck the side of
the barrel knocking it back to direct it over the rail. James
staggered against the center locker, but held onto the gun and kept
it pointing toward the river. A half-second later the gun fired
sending itself skittering across the deck, sparks flying up into
James’ face. A spark struck his lip and his fingers hurt from
having the rifle wrenched away. Otherwise, he was unhurt.

The captain’s face was only inches from his
own.

“You got on my boat under false pretense,
boy,” the captain shouted. “You lied your way right past me and
Bill Tucker, too!”

“No, sir, Captain,” the lad insisted. “I
never lied to you. I have hunted with my uncle time and again. I
don’t know what happened. I’ll do it right next time. Let me show
you I can do it. I’ll get the rifle and do it over. I’ll show you I
really can.”

“Quiet! It won’t wash.” The captain tapped
his finger on James’ chest. “You ain’t gonna to do no such
thing.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. I won’t let it happen
again.” James hung his head.

“If you done some huntin’, it ain’t much. And
somebody else took care of your firelock for ya.”

“Yes, sir,” James said sheepishly. “Uncle Ben
helped me load and we had slaves to do the cleanin’ and pack our
gear for us.”

“I thought so. Well, don’t do it no more. You
can’t fool me into thinkin’ you know what you’re doin’ when you do
somethin’ stupid like that. If you don’t get yourself killed, you
just show yourself off as a green-horn.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” James mumbled.

“Well, you’re what I got, and I’ll swear,
you’re gonna learn to handle that there rifle.” The captain banged
his hand on the rail.

“Now boy, listen here. You’re gonna stay on
deck ‘til you can fire off a round ever’ minute without blowin’
your head off or shootin’ my crew.”

“I’ll do whatever you say, Captain.”

“Darn right you will. But you won’t do it
‘til I tell you to. Now, you just sit right there ‘til I have a
look-see at the river, then we’ll get at it.”

The captain examined the river ahead for a
few minutes.

“Take ‘er out a little more to mainstream,”
he shouted to the steersmen. “Looks like a good place fer
sawyers.”

Sawyers, waterlogged trees that had sunk to
the bottom, might rock up and down with the current for years,
without anyone knowing they were there. Then they would rise up
suddenly and smash in the prow planks of the next boat to come
along. The steersmen were always on the lookout, but the captain
wanted to make his own judgment.

“Now, son,” he said, “let’s start off by
learnin’ how to take care o’ that thing. First off, look it over
good every time you get it out to use it. If you’da done that, you
probably wouldn’t have had that misfire. Gimme it here.” He reached
over and took the rifle from James’ hand.

“Mor’n likely, you didn’t make sure that the
touch hole was open ‘fore you tried to shoot it. See here? Even
after it fired, the hole is still all choked up. Even got some rust
around it. Your first job is to clean this rifle up good. You take
care of it an’ it’ll take care of you. If you don’t, you gonna get
yourself killed.”

James spent the next hour cleaning the rifle
and was amazed to find dirt and rust in every corner. When
satisfied he’d cleaned it well, he asked the captain to take a
look.

“Now, take them screws out and we’ll make
sure there’s nothin’ worse under those lock plates. Make sure there
ain’t nothin’ wore out or rusted up,” he said. “Check the main
spring and feather spring for rust and make sure the sear catches
the hammer good.”

James wiped the rust and dirt from each part
and applied oil with the captain looking over his shoulder.

“See how that works? “ The captain pointed to
the latches. “All right, now, put it all back together.”

After reassembling the weapon, James handed
it to the captain to check.

“The flint’s gotta be sharp and in tight. Now
draw the cock back.” There was a distinctive click as the hammer
dropped into the half-cocked, safety position.

“That’s it,” the captain said. “Now pull it
all the way back ‘til it clicks into full-cock.” Click! “Now take
aim just like you was gonna shoot somethin’. Squeeze the trigger,
nice an’ steady. Keep squeezin’ ‘til the hammer falls.”

Suddenly, the flint sprung forward against
the steel, sparks flew. James flinched at the sparks so close
before his eyes.

“Steady, lad. There you go, hold your target.
Once you squeeze off a round, always keep your eye on the target
for a few seconds. It’s not often, but once in a while the rifle
won’t fire right off. Like it done on you while ago. It may be half
a second ‘fore the lead flies, sometimes longer. So get in the
habit of keepin’ your aim on the target ‘til it does fire. Check
your flint now. You struck it. It might have come loose or chipped
off dull.”

James quickly obeyed.

“Before you fire it with lead again, let me
tell you why you got knocked across the deck last time.”

“That was just because it wasn’t up against
my shoulder, wasn’t it, Captain?”

“Nope. That was just a part of it. Mostly, it
got away from you ‘cause you put in too much charge. You had three
times as much powder as you should have. I seen you doing it, but
it didn’t look like enough to split the breach open so I figured
I’d just let you go ahead and get a good kick in the shoulder.
Turns out you got a heap sight better lesson.”

“I’m sorry, Captain. When I was by myself and
had to do it, I always used the charger. I just thought I’d look
more like I knew what I was doin’ if I charged ‘er straight outta
the horn. That sure didn’t work.” James gave the captain a sheepish
grin.

“Here, let me show you about how much to
use.” He poured a small amount of black powder into the lad’s
cupped hand. “There you go. When you get to where you can pour that
much and no more every time, you can start pourin’ straight outta
the horn. ‘Til then, use that charger. Now, go ahead, put that
powder back and then charge it again. Go through the steps and git
some powder down the muzzle.

“Don’t try to do it fast; do it right. Fast
will come later. Get a piece of patching and lay it over the
muzzle, then put a ball on top of it. Press it down with your patch
knife handle and then cut the patch flush with the muzzle. Best git
in the practice of usin’ what’s handy. Now bring up the ramrod and
push it down. Make sure it goes all the way. There ya go. See
there?” He pointed to a small notch on the ramrod. “Your grandpappy
was a smart feller. He cut a notch on the rod so you can see that
the charge is right and the ball is down. Now you’re ready to fire
it off.” The captain stepped back.

James was more nervous now than he was when
he shot his first rabbit. He splashed a little powder in the
pan.

“Hold it!” the captain shouted in his
ear.

James flinched. “What’d I do?”

“First thing, clean out that pan. Just blow
it overboard an’ we’ll prime it again.”

James blew a puff of air over the pan sending
the priming powder into the river. “What did I do wrong,
Captain?”

“It ain’t what you done, it’s what you didn’t
do.” The captain tapped his finger on the cock. “Pull ‘er back to
half-cock first. That gets the flint back away from the steel and
opens up the pan so’s you don’t set it off ‘til you’re ready. Put
it on half-cock before you charge it. Don’t never want to prime it
‘less its on safe.”

This time James pulled the hammer back to
half cock. The steel covering the pan was already open. He splashed
powder from his horn into the pan and closed the steel mizzen,
covering the pan, beaming with satisfaction. The captain hadn’t
yelled—yet.

Still silence from the old officer, so he
pulled the hammer to full-cock. The click sounded loud in his ears.
Still no advice from the captain, he continued. There was nothing
floating in the water, so he took careful aim on a patch of foam
and squeezed the trigger. He was startled when the fire lock
instantly belched out its ball and fire.

“Now you’re gettin’ the idea, son,” the
captain said. “Put three or four more balls out there in the water
just like you done that one. I’ll just sit here and watch.”

James’ confidence began to recover as he
loaded and fired four more shots. He even began to feel when the
squeeze on the trigger was right to let the hammer fall.

“That’s enough for now. Clean your rifle up
good and put ‘er away. Then stow the powder and shot. And mind you
boy, don’t spill it. I mean not any! You seal up the keg out here
on the deck and blow away any that’s loose over the side. Then stow
it careful.”

The captain motioned for one of the slaves to
come forward.

“Yes, suh, Captain,” the slave reported.

“The sun’s nigh on to straight up. Bring out
the feed bag. Whack us off a hunk of that ham we brought on board
back at Marietta.”

“Yes, suh.” Then the slave added, “t’as gonna
be de las’ o’ da cooked beans, Captain. Zit all right fo’ me to
start cookin’ up anudder batch?”

“Yeah, you do that soon as we git done
eatin’.”

The cold beans and ham were much like the
meals James enjoyed at the Tucker house, except that Mrs. Tucker
wouldn’t think of putting up a meal without cornbread or biscuits.
There was one pot of beans, with a dipper in it, set out on the
deck, with the ham on a board next to it. All aboard, slaves and
whites alike, scooped up a dipper of beans and dumped it onto the
metal tins. James and the captain each cut off a portion of ham
with the skinning knives they carried in their belts and the
captain cut four pieces equal to his own for the slaves. The crew
took turns at the sweeps, each eating their dinner when
relieved.

After the meal, each person washed his own
tin in the river. The crew lowered the now empty iron pot over the
side to rinse it, then pulled it back on deck and scrubbed it with
ashes from their last fire. Rinsed again, they half filled it with
water from the river and set on the deck.

James watched in fascination as the crew
prepared to build a fire on the wooden deck to cook their beans.
They moved a large chest from a raised platform exposing a metal
plate on a layer of dirt about four inches deep. Placing stones
around the edges to keep embers from falling off, they kindled a
small fire and set other iron plates to deflect the wind and
concentrate the heat on the bottom of the pot.

Once a worthy flame rose, they placed an iron
tripod over it and hung the bean pot from it by a short chain. From
the ample woodpile on deck, they added fuel to keep the fire going.
A bucket of water sat nearby. As the beans cooked down, they would
need to add water from time to time. The bucket was handy for that,
but even more important, it served as an emergency water supply to
douse the fire if needed.

Presently, the activity ceased. Two slaves
manned the sweeps while the others relaxed in the shade of their
cabin window covers. The solid boards, hinged at the top, swung
outward when weather permitted, to ventilate the cabins and to
provide shade.

“Well boy, this is river life,” the captain
remarked. “All hurry up and wait. Most of the time, you just sit
around and watch the bank go by. When you got something to do,
though, you usually got to do it right now.”

“Yes sir, I can see that. A man has got to be
on his toes,” the lad said, trying to think of something to
say.

“You can tell which way we’re headin’ by
watchin’ the sun. It doesn’t make any difference, ‘cause we’re
always headin’ down river, but once you get to know the river, you
can tell where you are by looking at the sun. Right now, you see
we’re headin’ south. That means that we’re around the north bend
and headin’ down towards Louisville. We won’t get there before late
tomorrow at best, if we got enough moon to keep ‘er goin’ all
night. The sky looks good and we got a full moon now, so we just
might.”

Being always the same distance from the
shore, James could never tell their direction. Now, he noticed that
the direction the prow pointed compared to the sun had changed
dramatically.

When they first cast off the boat headed
almost due west, then after a time it seemed to point more north.
Now they headed south maybe even a little to the east. He knew the
river wasn’t straight, of course. From the plantation, he could get
to the river by traveling either north or west. But watching the
sun while on the river somehow made the twists and turns seem more
severe.

“Now there’s a spot that oughta make you feel
right at home, boy,” the captain pointed to a boat landing coming
up on their left.

“Oh?” James looked up but recognized nothing.
“How’s that? Where are we?”

“That there is Rabbit Hash landing.”

“I ain’t never been there but once and that
was when I was just a pup. My uncle and I went across to Rising Sun
on the Indiana side once.”

“From the stories they’re telling about you,
I hear tell you was here night before last.”

“I keep telling you, Captain, there isn’t any
truth in that.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” The captain
burst into uproarious laughter and slapped his leg. “After seein’
your shootin’ skills, I figure you got sense enough to stay out of
scrapes for a while.”

James bit his tongue. It seemed like a good
idea to keep his mouth shut and stay on the captain’s good
side.

“It’s bout time you drug out that ol’
firelock and wasted some more powder. This time I want you to
pre-load some patched balls in that loading block.” James looked
puzzled. “That’s the wooden block with holes in it, tied right
there on to your pouch strap. I want you to load the same as before
except load your ball from that loading block. We’ll get you to
where you can load and fire in under a minute.”

The rifle was much easier to handle this
time. James spent another hour loading, priming, firing. His
motions smoother now, he came closer to the captain’s goal of
loading and firing in one minute. For the most part, the captain
seemed to ignore him, and he was beginning to feel neglected.

“How am I doing, Captain?”

“Don’t you worry none,” the captain said.
“When you do somethin’ stupid, I’m gonna be all over you like greez
on b’ar meat.”

“Yes, I can see that you would.”

“Clean ‘er up and put ‘er away for now, boy.
Tomorrow I’ll show you how to get a ball into a redskin in half the
time.”

“How can I do that, Captain?” James said. “I
can’t load very much faster than I do now.”

“Oh, yeah, you will. Tomorrow I’ll show you
how. Remember what I told you about cleanin’ up and make sure that
you don’t spill no powder?”

Suddenly, from down river, James heard a
sound like none he had heard before. It started as a high pitched
sound, almost like the whistle he was teaching Tess to respond to.
It warbled down to a deep rumble, followed by two short sharp
sounds.

“What in tarnation is that?” James
exclaimed.

“That’s a steamboat whistle, son,” the old
captain told him. “Just like the one docked back there in
Cincinnati. There is gettin’ to be a lot of them on the river
anymore.”

“Here it comes.”

A quarter of a mile ahead of them, the river
made a turn to their right. Around that bend a gleaming white
steamboat moved into view.

“They throw one heap of a wake,” the captain
observed. Then to the steersmen, “Hold ‘er as close in to the bank
as you can. We may have to throw out the drag anchor.”

As the steamer came closer, the huge
paddle-wheels on each side churned massive wakes. Two sharp warning
blasts from the whistle let them know that the steamboat crew had
seen them. The captain watched with a practiced eye and after a
moment, walked to the aft poling deck.

“Watch for snags,” he announced. “I’m
throwin’ out the drag.”

As the steamboat passed, the wake was far
bigger than any James could have imagined. The paddle-wheels
themselves were at least twenty feet in diameter, and the waves
raising behind them rolled up as high as the wheels themselves,
about eight to ten feet high. No wonder the captain had been so
cautious. But, the drag anchor did its work and the flatboat rocked
only mildly as the steamboat’s wake reached it.

On the steamer’s decks, a few passengers
stood at the rails. The crew paused for a moment to stare at the
little flatboat.

“We’re not likely to see another one of those
today. Haul in the drag. Main current,” he shouted. “Take ‘er out
to midstream.”

The crew manipulated their sweeps until they
were far out near the river’s center, and began drifting downstream
even faster than before.

There was little to do on the boat for the
rest of the afternoon. The slaves stayed at their sweeps. Now and
then, the captain walked from end to end of the boat checking cargo
ties or examining the animal’s ropes. Mostly, he spent his time
watching the river. As the day wore on, James noticed the captain
turning his attention to the sky. Mid-afternoon, the captain
motioned to James to get his attention.

“It looks like there’s gonna be a change in
the weather. Don’t know when it’ll come, but I don’t want to be on
the river if it comes up in the middle of the night. If we find a
place to bring ‘er on shore, we’ll beach ‘er early and let the
stock off to graze for a while before the rain starts. If they get
a good feed now, we’ll still have the hay left.”

“Rain, Captain?” The lad said doubtfully.
“There aren’t any clouds, just a little haziness.”

“Ain’t so much the clouds, boy,” the captain
said. “The temperature’s changed, and the wind has switched around.
It’s coming out of the northwest now. When it does that, there’s
almost sure gonna be somethin’ coming. Notice how everybody is
sweatin’ more, now? That means that there’s a lot of water in the
air.

“There is gonna be a change, all right.
Sometimes it goes clear and cool and you couldn’t ask for better
weather, but sometimes there comes a powerful big blow. If it turns
out to be a storm comin’ in, I don’t want to be on the river at
night. We’ll just bank ‘er ‘til we see which one it’s gonna be. I
was hopin’ we’d have enough moon to go through the night, but we’d
best not take the chance.”

Two hours later, they had still not found a
spot to land with a meadow for grazing. The haze was much thicker
now, the air had cooled somewhat and the wind, still out of the
northwest, had increased. James began to see the change the captain
predicted.

James studied the bank on both sides of the
river, but saw nothing in the increasing haze except the rocky bank
on the Kentucky side and a mass of tangled brush and trees on the
Indiana side. After some time, he heard a rush of activity behind
him and turned to see the captain pointing toward the Indiana side
of the river. He squinted ahead and saw, just coming into view, a
break in the brush and trees.

“Man the sweeps,” the captain barked. “Be
quick about it. It’ll be all you can do to bring ‘er across before
we reach that landing.”

All four of the blacks pitched in to the oars
to push the boat across the river.

“What can I do?” James asked.

“First, stay outta the way. You can douse the
fire; just toss the water on it so’s you wash it overboard. Leave
the beans where they are. And get that firelock out and load it. I
don’t imagine we’ll find Injuns or pirates on the bank, but you
always want to be ready just in case.”

“I’ll get it loaded and ready,” James said in
agreement.

“When you get that done, there’s two more
rifles and a pistol in our cabin. Get them out and load them, too.”
The captain paused. “No, don’t load the pistol. Bring it to me when
you’re ready to load it.”

Sweat shone on the backs of the steersmen as
they labored to get the boat across the river. The wind pushed from
their shoreward rear quarter now, holding them back and sending the
boat faster downriver as though forcing them past their landing
site. Still a hundred yards from the shore, they were making little
progress. The captain was nearly ready to give up on making this
landing.

“I can swim that distance, Captain,” James
said confidently.

“What good is that gonna do, son?” the
captain responded. “You can’t swim that far carrying three hundred
feet of rope big enough hold this boat.”

“No sir,” the lad answered, “but there is
five hundred feet in each one of those rolls of twine. I could sure
swim with one of those and pay it out as I go. Then when I get on
shore you can tie a larger rope onto the end and I can pull it
across using the twine.”

“By the time you did all that we’d be a mile
downstream and you’d be a permanent resident of Indiana.”

“Not if you throw out your drag anchor
again.”

“Hmm,” the captain reflected, “that might
work if the water isn’t too deep here. Let’s see if it’s shallow
enough the drag will hold.”

The slaves made good progress, but they were
exhausted. The distance to the riverbank, now about seventy-five or
eighty yards, was as near as they were going to get. James and the
captain lowered the anchor from the stern as quickly as they could
safely do it. At about thirty feet of depth the rope went slack,
then tight again as the current carried the boat downstream. They
let another fifty feet of rope pay out so the anchor could grab the
bottom, and then snubbed it to an anchor pin.

“It’s holdin’,” he announced. “We’re still
moving a little, son, but you’ll have time to get that rope ashore.
Take a rest,” he said to the crew.

Within a few minutes, James had removed his
shoes and shirt and looped the roll of twine over his left arm. He
tied one end of the twine to the rail on the boat and stepped over
the side. The cold water shocked him into action. Striking out for
the shore, he used a one handed stroke and allowed the twine to pay
out from his other arm. As he swam, he saw the effect of the drag
anchor as the current carried him quite some distance ahead of the
boat. He made shore near the end of the treeless section of the
riverbank. Tangled branches and fallen trees hung out over the
water. He pulled himself to his feet and walked back upstream to
the treeless area, dragging in the twine as he went.

From the boat, the captain waved to indicate
that he had the rope attached to the twine. As James pulled the
rope toward him, he saw a marked change in the position of the
boat. The drag anchor slowed the boat, but it had not stopped it.
As soon as the rope reached his hands, James ran upstream, looped
it around a tree and made it fast.

A splash beside the boat told him that help
was on the way. All his strength was not enough to bring the boat
toward the shore, but in a few minutes, one of crewmen joined him
and together they began to make progress. On board the boat, the
three remaining paddlers had regained some of their strength and
were working the sweeps to overcome the current.

The captain lifted the drag anchor and
gradually the boat moved toward the bank. Ten or twelve feet from
the shoreline, another slave jumped into the water and waded ashore
to tie another rope to the tree. Together they maneuvered the craft
onto the narrow strip of weeds and gravel that marked their landing
area.

 


 



 


Chapter 7




An Indian Attack

 


ONCE THEY SECURED the boat to trees, the crew
coiled the wet rope and twine on the deck to dry. James busied
himself getting the hungry livestock ashore. He let them drink from
the river then hobbled them in the large grassy field to graze.

Chilled through, his pants and hair wet,
James was happy to see a fire kindled. He squatted in its warmth
beside the black man who had swum to shore to help him. A moment
later, the captain appeared with blankets for each.

Every man in the group, white or black, felt
the camaraderie and pride in the joint effort well done.

“Now,” the captain said, “let’s get that pot
of beans down here and back on the fire. Bring your tins and your
cups and I’ll break out a keg of cider. Y’all earned it.”

While the bean pot heated, the captain
retrieved a two-gallon keg of cider from his personal stores,
knocked out the bung and filled the cups presented by each of the
workers. The cook opened a tin of corn-tack and handed pieces to
each. Most folks called these hard, dry, three inch corn biscuits
johnnycakes or journey cakes because they kept well when traveling.
The captain kept them on board as a ready food source that took
little space and would not spoil. Dipped in cider, corn tack was
the crew’s favorite treat.

The sun was still an hour from setting when
they finished their meal, washed the tins and tucked them away. The
captain took a seat on the high ground where he had a commanding
view of the campsite, and of the livestock grazing in the meadow.
Presently he motioned for James to join him.

“You know, lad,” he said, as James sat down
on a drift log near him, “we like as not got ourselves a little
problem here.”

“How’s that, Captain?” the boy responded.
“Seems to me things went smooth as could be this afternoon.”

“Yeah, that went smooth all right. Thanks to
your quick thinkin’. If you hadn’t come up with a way to get a rope
on that tree, we’d a been on the river for a spell. Maybe still on
it when a storm came in. I’m mighty pleased with what you did,
son.” The captain gave him a broad smile.

“Thank you,” James said. “I’m glad I could
help, sir.”

“Comes nigh on to makin’ up for your poor
shootin’.” He slapped the lad on the back and let out a
good-natured laugh.

“I’m gettin’ better, Cap’n, now that I know
that I need practice.”

“Speakin’ of practice, you just might get
some tonight.”

“What do you mean?” James turned
expectantly.

“I just found fresh moccasin prints along the
edge of the brush over there. Don’t look now. I think there’s a
redskin watched us rasslin’ that boat ashore. He’s probably still
out there, ‘less he’s gone off to get help.”

“We’re going to be in a heap of trouble if he
comes back with very many of ‘em.” James nodded, “You suppose we
oughta shove off again?”

“We oughta, sure enough, and if we have to we
will. But if we get caught on the river in a big blow, it could be
worse than fightin’ Injuns.

“We better get the stock back on board while
we still got daylight.”

“You go get ‘em, and I’m gonna have the crew
put the bean pot away. We’d better be ready to fight ‘em or shove
off, one or the other.”

While James gathered the stock, the captain
prepared the boat for defense. From the cargo below deck, he
brought up six hand-axes and six two-foot long corn knives. As a
last resort, he would arm the slaves to help repel boarders.

“Tie those animals up short. We don’t want
them breakin’ loose and runnin’ ‘round the deck,” the captain said.
He turned to the rest of the crew. “Pull in the gang plank and pole
‘er out fifteen or twenty feet. I’ll pay out the hawser enough so’s
she can move.”

When the prescribed expanse of water had
opened, the captain cast the drag anchor over the stern. He drew
the line taut and made a fast hitch on one of the belaying pins,
then strode forward and dropped another anchor over the river-side
at the bow. From the stern, he secured two grapnels to hold against
the current.

“Leave them poles out where we can get to
‘em. And you might as well stow the bean pot. The beans got all the
cookin’ they’re gonna get.” With that, the captain motioned to the
cooking plate. One of the crew promptly swept the remaining wet
ashes overboard. Then with the help of his fellows, set the chest
back in place atop the iron plate. They stored the tripod and
stashed the bean pot in the food locker.

Clouds closed off the sky to complete
overcast. Night approached fast, but with no sign Indians. The
captain called James to join him at the forward hatch.

“Here, you two,” he said to two of the
slaves. “Get the hatch cover off. We need to go below deck.”

The crewmen lay the cover aside and the
captain stepped down the short ladder into the hold. On a ledge
just under the deck he found the box he was looking for, then
handed it up to James.

“There, that’s a box of rockets,” the captain
said. “I traded a sack of flints for ‘em back at Marietta. I didn’t
have any idea what I’d ever do with ‘em when I got ‘em, but they
might be just what we need.”

“What can we do with a rocket, Captain?”
James asked.

“Well, here’s how I see it. Here we sit out
in the river and to them Injuns we look like a mighty fine chicken
to pluck. If they seen us pull in, then they know that there is
only two of us that’s likely to have a rifle or a pistol, so we
look like easy pickings. They’ve most likely got a canoe, so they
could drift up on the river-side. At the same time, two more of ‘em
could follow the hawsers out and climb on board over the poling
decks. We’d have ‘em comin’ at us from both ends at once. Now, one
of us could easy enough fight off one of ‘em at a time tryin’ to
climb the ropes. But while we are doin’ it, a whole canoe load
could come aboard amidship.” The captain took a deep breath. “See
what I mean? They’d be comin’ at us from three directions.”

“Yeah, I see what you mean,” James said, “but
how are the rockets going to help?”

“Our rifles ain’t gonna be of no use to us.
If we gotta fight, we’re gonna have to use the hand axes and corn
knives. I might get one shot off with the pistol, but it’s gonna be
pitch dark, so I probably couldn’t hit anything.” The captain held
up one of the rockets, “The way you set these off is to light that
little fuse out the back. See it, right there?”

“You want to set it off and then let it fly
into their faces or somethin’?” James said uncertainly.

“No, what I’m thinkin’ is that we tie one of
these rockets up somewhere on the boat so that it can’t move, with
the back end of it stickin’ back toward the river-side amidship.
That’s where the pistol comes in. I could fire the pistol across
the fuse to light it off. As soon as the rocket fires up, it’s
gonna start spewing sparks and fire. It’s gonna keep any of ‘em
back that’s tryin’ to board from the canoe. Not only that, but
it’ll give us light to see what we’re doin’.”

“Now, that’s thinkin’, Captain,” James said.
“How long will that thing burn?”

“Not long, maybe half a minute or so, but
that oughta give us time to get rid of any that’s comin’ over the
ropes.”

“As soon as the rocket burns out they’ll be
right back. We need to have another surprise for them.” James said,
his mind racing, “Here’s another idea, Captain. We’re not going to
be able to use the rifles, so why not use them to set off more
rockets? We don’t really need to fire the rifle to set off the
rocket, do we? Wouldn’t the spark from the flint do it?”

“I imagine so. The flint spark should set off
the powder in the fuse same as the pan. But, how would you do
it?”

“I’m thinkin’ that we could tie up the
rockets, like you were saying. We’d tie one of the rifles up
alongside each rocket with the fuse hanging down into the pan. Then
we’d tie a piece of twine to the trigger on each one of them, and
as one rocket burns out we could just pull a string and set off
another. That would not only keep them off a little longer, but
we’d be able to see for a little longer, too.”

“You’re on to somethin’, boy.” The captain
smiled. “Let’s get at it. Now, mind, they may not go off. It’s
awful damp out here on the river and the dew might damp your
powder. So, I’ll tell you what. I’m gonna load the pistol and set
off the first flare with that. When one burns down, then we’ll know
whether we need another one or not and we can set it off using the
rifle’s flint.”

“Mrs. Tucker gave me some pieces of leather.
We can tent over the cock and steel. That’ll cover over the end of
the fuse that’s stickin’ in the pan and keep the dew off for a
while. Maybe the Indians won’t wait too late before they come.”

“That oughta help. ‘Course, we don’t know for
sure whether they’re comin’ or not. My guess is they are. I think
they’ll wait about two hours after dark, thinkin’ we’ll be asleep
by then.”

Darkness fell by the time they finished
making preparations. The captain loaded and primed the pistol, laid
a piece of the leather over it to keep the dew off. He and James
each took three hand axes and three corn knives and laid them on
the deck near where they would be fighting.

The captain told the crew to stay awake, but
not to come out of their cabin unless he called for them, and then
to do exactly as he said at the time. If the Indians attacked,
their job would be to pole the boat away from the shore.

Since they were expecting the attack in the
first few hours of the night, the captain and James would both stay
awake until midnight. They took up positions next to the stock pen,
one sitting forward on the deck with his back against the center
locker, and the other facing aft with his back to the manger.

Facing one forward and the other aft was of
no importance, as neither could see anything, not even their hands
before their faces. Earlier, the captain told James that Indians
could see in the dark.

“They have eyes like a cat,” he’d said.

If they attack on a night like this, it
must be true. James thought. No one would try to board in
this darkness. Surely, no one could find the boat.

The quiet and darkness played on James fears.
He felt his heart pound and fought the boarders a hundred times in
his mind.

You wanted adventure. You wanted to be a
real man, he reminded himself. Better get used to it. Even
if the Indians don’t attack tonight, you’ll be facing down Mexicans
soon enough.

The night dragged on with no sign of Indians,
and after two or three hours James found his head bobbed toward his
chest several times.

Suddenly, he was fully alert. There was a
light thump against the river-side of the boat and a faint sound
nearby as the captain rose to his feet. James reached to his right
and wrapped his hand around a corn knife handle. There was a
different splashing sound near the forward hawser tie. He could see
nothing, but he knew where to step to position himself to defend
the forward rope, and moved in that direction. He hoped the faint
sound behind him was the captain moving to protect the aft poling
deck.

There was a flash and a boom as the pistol
fired. In the momentary light, he saw a half-naked man climbing
over the side six feet in front of him. In the time it took to step
forward and swing his weapon, the light was gone. He heard a thud
and felt the blade meet resistance. A cry of pain and a splash told
him the Indian had re-entered the water.

The whole deck lit up as the rocket fired. In
its glare, James saw two more Indians in the water getting ready to
make their climb onto the boat. He looked back over his shoulder
for a second before stepping forward to face the new foes. At the
river-side rail, the exhaust from the rocket bathed a canoe with
its flood of fire, smoke and sparks. The canoeists paddled to get
out of the rocket’s reach.

“Look on the shore!” shouted the captain.
“Cut her loose!” The captain’s hand ax made a thud as it fell on
something solid.

James’ eye moved to where the shore should
have been, but saw nothing. The rocket’s light faded so he reached
behind to find one of the strings he had set to fire the others.
His hand touched it, he pulled, and heard the snap of the flint
striking steel. The faint flash of the sparks caught the corner of
his eye as he turned to repel the latest invader.

Nothing! Still darkness! The rocket did not
fire. He swung the corn knife again in the same way as before. This
time he almost lost his balance as the blade struck nothing but
air. A splash let him know the Indian had ducked back into the
water to avoid his swing.

Taking advantage of the respite, he stepped
back in search of another triggering string. Searching behind, one
hand groping for the string while the other thrust with the corn
knife, he found it and gave it a sharp tug. Instantly, fire spewed
over the rail, rewarding his effort. In the rocket’s glare, he saw
an Indian half over the rail, caught by the full force of the
sparks and flame from the rocket. With a scream, the Indian fell
back over the side and into the canoe, ripping a hole in it and
dumping his fellows into the water.

“Cut her loose, boy! There’s a dozen more on
the shore,” the captain shouted. “Crew! On deck! Grab them poles
and shove us off!” He turned a moment. “What’s holdin’ you up back
there, boy?”

In the light of the rocket, James could see
the rope clearly and brought the corn knife down sharply on it, but
the rope was wet and hard to cut. It took two more hard blows with
the sword-like weapon to part the strands. The rope snapped, and
when it gave way, another splash told him that an Indian had been
trying to climb it.

An arrow slammed into the cabin wall next to
James’ head as the Indians on shore joined in the fray. The crew
thrust their poles against the river-bottom and moved the boat
farther into the water. A shower of arrows fell on the deck, but
James could see no sign that any of them did damage. A musket fired
on the shore, but again, the ball flew wild and struck no one. In
the light from the final rocket, James saw an Indian in the water
pulling on one of the poles, trying to jerk a crewman overboard. A
hand ax flew from the captain’s end of the boat and struck the
warrior on the shoulder. With a scream, the fight was over.

“Cut them anchors loose, boy, just cut ‘em
loose and let ‘em fall.”

James grabbed up one of the hand axes from
the deck nearby and while he still had a faint light from the last
sputtering rocket, found the anchor ropes and cut each with a
single blow. Aft, he could hear the captain freeing the boat from
the one remaining grapnel.

As the polers did their work, James made his
way around both forward poling decks to make sure that none of the
Indians had made it on board. He found nothing except a single
tomahawk laying inside the blackened rail on the river-side.

Quickly the crewmen pushed the boat out into
deeper water until the poles were of no use. They then took to the
sweeps and maneuvered the craft toward the river’s center. This
would be their last effort to guide the boat ‘til daylight. In
utter darkness, under the overcast sky, they had no way to know
which way to steer. They would have to depend on the current to
carry them on. If they ran aground or drifted into the tangle of
trees on the bank, they would have to deal with that in the
morning.

 


 



 


Chapter 8




An Answer for Betsy

 


“I WOULD NEVER have let her go, but she
didn’t tell me,” Polly explained. “She just went down to the barn
and ordered Grover to get up the carriage and drive her to the
McKee place.”

“Grover should never have listened to her. He
should never have done it.”

“It is not Grover’s fault,” Polly emphasized.
“He can’t refuse to do what she tells him, anymore than he can you
or me.”

“Of course, I can’t blame him.” Ben sighed.
“What’s gotten into that girl?”

“You can’t blame her either,” Polly said,
“with all the goings on and James leaving without a word.”

“Well, I’ll tell you. I’m not a bit happy
about it. I’ve been riding all day, most of the time in the rain,
and I’m dog tired.” Ben stretched his arms. “Now I’ve got to go out
again to get that girl and bring her back. She should show more
consideration.”

Polly was silent for a moment.

“Please don’t go, Ben. She needs to get this
out of her system. She needs to learn whatever she can about this.
Then she’s going to have to decide what to do next.”

“Do? What is there that she can do? And
besides, I’ve gotten to the bottom of the whole matter.”

“You have? Heavens! You mean you know where
James is? You know what happened between him and the McKee girl?
All of that?”

“That’s right. James is in Texas, or rather,
on his way to Texas. He told Bill Tucker that he’s going to join up
with Jim Bowie and help run the Mexicans out. The Tuckers are going
down there, too, when they sell their crops.

“The boy’s mighty angry with me, Polly, and I
can’t blame him.”

“Is he all right? He just went off by
himself? He isn’t hurt or anything is he?”

“He’s fine, and this other business is all
nonsense too. The McKee girl’s aunt is on her death bed and the
family sent her down to Nashville to help out as best she can.”

“You mean that Guy Clinton just made up all
those awful things he was telling Betsy?”

“He made up the whole kit and caboodle. There
ain’t a speck of truth in it. Let me tell you what I found
out.”

For the next hour, Ben and Polly sat together
on the verandah. He told her in detail of his day and what he had
learned. When he finished, both were struck with a red eye and sad
expression.

“After learning all that, I’m sure you should
not go and bring her back. I wish she was here so you could tell
her, but since she isn’t, I think she needs to find out on her
own.”

“There is something I have to do,” Ben said.
“Since we know Guy Clinton deliberately lied to Betsy, I am duty
bound to discuss it with his father.”

“Do you really think Tom Clinton will care?”
Polly said. “From some of the things he’s done over the years, I
wouldn’t expect satisfaction from him.”

“No father is going to want his son behaving
like a dog,” Ben assured her. “Even Tom Clinton is not going to
want his name sullied by his son spreading rumors about a lady.
It’s only right I should let him know.”

“Ben, you’re not thinking of a duel, are
you?” Polly said cautiously.

“Of course not, Polly,” Ben replied. “But
that scoundrel has to be held to account for what did. What he
needs is a good horse-whipping, and my guess is that when his
father finds out what he’s done, he’s going to get it.”

“But Guy is only a boy.” Polly put her
fingers over her mouth.

“That’s true, Polly, and if his father is a
man of honor he’ll give him what-for over this.” Ben clamped his
teeth together. “If he doesn’t, I’ll do it myself.”

“You can’t do that, Ben.” Polly shook her
head. “If his father won’t do anything, we just have to accept the
kind of person he is and let it go at that.”

Ben rose and began to pace. “You’re right as
usual. If his father wants to defend him we’ll just have to steer
clear of them in the future. But I don’t believe he will let that
happen.”

“Why don’t you go over to Burlington and get
the sheriff to go with you? That way things are not so likely to
get out of hand.”

“What can the sheriff do? As far as I know,
Guy has not committed a crime,” he answered quietly. “He’s just
behaved like a low-down skunk. I’ll keep my temper and I won’t blow
my top,” Ben promised. “But on second thought, I think I do know
someone who might be willing to ride along with me.”

“You can go over the first thing in the
morning,” she said. “By that time we’ll know what Betsy has
learned.” Polly knew that it was useless to think that she could
prevent Ben going, but she hoped she might delay the meeting long
enough to cool the issue.

“No, Polly, I don’t think I should wait.
Guy’s father should know about this as soon as possible. And I want
to find out what he’s going to do about it.”

With no chance of stopping him, Polly kissed
him on the cheek and went back into the house. Ben had his horse
brought up, mounted and rode off in the direction of the Clinton
farm.

 


Betsy had left the plantation that day more
determined than she’d ever been, sure that no one else could find
out the truth until Sally McKee returned. Certainly, no man was
going to be able to go to Sally’s mother and ask about a subject
like this.

“Except maybe Guy Clinton.” She giggled in
spite of the seriousness. “There is no restraint about him. He is
either the biggest scoundrel in the country or he’s a very brave
boy. No. No, a very brave man.”

Betsy rehearsed again and again what she
would say when she came face to face with Sally McKee. But then,
if Sally were there, that would mean that none of it was true. Or
would it? She had plenty of questions.What if she’s not
there? What if she has gone to Nashville?

Her mind whirled as the horse made its
rhythmic plopping on the new packed limestone roadway. She rolled
her rehearsals around and around until she arrived at the McKee
house.

As she arrived, she saw Mrs. McKee standing
at a clothesline near the house watching a girl of nine or ten
years hanging clothing from a huge basket. The woman turned and
placed a hand over the brim of her bonnet and studied Betsy as
Grover steadied her hand when she stepped to the ground.

“Hello, Mrs. McKee.” Betsy offered a cautious
smile.

Mrs. McKee hesitated. To Betsy, the woman’s
expression looked like anger.

“Oh, you’re that Lewis girl that’s governess
to the Thomas children, aren’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am, I am.” Betsy said, unable to
shake the unpleasant image. “I’ve come by to speak with Sally.”

“You’ve come to see Sally? I’m sorry that
you’ve made the trip for nothing, my dear. Sally isn’t here. She’s
gone down to Nashville to visit her Aunt Nora. She won’t be back
for some time.”

“Then I must ask you, ma’am. It’s something
very private,” Betsy said and glanced at the younger girl.

“Go in the house, Anna,” her mother
directed.

The girl obeyed without comment.

“Now, just what is this all about?” she
asked.

“I wanted to ask you, ma’am, about Sally’s
friendship with James Thomas,” Betsy said hesitantly.

“James Thomas?” Mrs. McKee had heard the
rumors about James running slaves. “I’ve nothing to say about that
scoundrel. If you’ve come here to talk about him, I’m afraid you’ve
come to the wrong place.”

“Please, Mrs. McKee, I just wanted to ask if
James and Sally were, ah—ah—on friendly terms.”

“Humph! I thought you’d come as a friend to
ask about Sally. Instead, your interest is in that varmint. I’ve
nothing to say about him, Miss Lewis. Good day.” With that, she
turned her back on Betsy and resumed hanging clothes.

A chill ran up Betsy’s back. It’s all
true. He has really done it. Tears filled her eyes as she
climbed back into the carriage.

“Take me home, Grover,” she said between
clenched teeth.

“Yes, ma’am.” Grover turned the carriage back
toward the roadway.

“No,” she said suddenly. “Don’t take me home.
Take me to the Clinton place.”

Betsy cleared the tears from her eyes and
made ready to face Guy Clinton.

I’m not going to do this. I’m not going to
cry like a fool. I’m going to find out how it is that I could have
not known.

She got no information from Mrs. McKee, but
the woman’s embarrassment was clear enough. It must all be true.
I will give Guy a chance to finish telling me.

It was only a few miles to the Clinton home
and the distance passed quickly, Betsy still talking to
herself.

“I was hurt when Guy told me about this,” she
muttered, “but I know now, he did the right thing.”

Her thoughts marched before her like soldiers
in a column.

This is all nonsense, not telling me because
I’m a girl. I have a right to know. Guy is the only one willing to
tell me. He must care a lot for me if he is willing to stand up to
Mr. Thomas for the right to tell me. I’m glad I decided to go and
see him. I should tell him that I see what a risk he is taking to
help me. I hope he doesn’t think I’m some kind of brazen hussy,
coming to his house all alone.

Grover turned the carriage into the lane at
the Clinton house and drew up to the hitching post. He immediately
stepped down and held up his arm to steady Betsy as she
dismounted.

“Just a moment, Grover,” she said. “Mr.
Clinton is coming over. I’ll let him help me down.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Grover stepped back.

“Why, Betsy,” Guy Clinton said as he
approached. “How is it that you are here all by yourself?”

“I’ve been over visiting with Mrs. McKee,
Guy,” Betsy said, trying to keep her expression neutral.

“You—you have?” Guy blanched. He stood
transfixed, fear freezing him in his spot.

“Yes, I’m sorry I doubted you,” Betsy said.
She held herself steady, her voice clear and calm. “It was such a
shock when you told me. But, now that I know that it is all
true—”

“True?” Guy muttered, “yes, true.…” He let
out a breath, suddenly realizing that he had not breathed since she
uttered the word “McKee.” The clamp he felt on his head began to
loosen.

“It is only fair that I should tell you how
much I appreciate you standing up for the right to let me know.
Without you I might never have found out.”

“You have a right to know,” Guy said weakly.
Betsy was not surprised at the uncertainty and confusion on Guy’s
face.

“Guy, I know you had more to tell me when Mr.
Thomas came up. Please tell me all you know about this dreadful
business.”

“There really is nothing more I can tell you,
Betsy.” Now that the need for courage had passed, Guy’s charm
reasserted itself. “The whole business is so embarrassing. And
there’s really nothing more to tell.” He took her arm and guided
her to a comfortable chair on the front porch.

“I know it’s embarrassing and I’m sorry I
have to ask you more about this. I do hope you will tell me
everything. How did you know he was the one?”

“Oh, I’ve seen them together many a time.
Sundays after church, they’d sneak off into the woods
together.”

Betsy had never seen James showing attention
to Sally, but she remembered Sunday afternoons when he was not
around. She felt a tear coming and clenched her teeth to stop
it.

“And then there was the time he asked me to
tell everyone that he was with me when I went out ‘coon huntin’
with Will Cutter. We were out all night that time.”

Betsy felt the blood rushing to her head. No
tears this time, just anger. She remembered well the time he said
he was ‘coon hunting. Stayed at the Tucker’s indeed.

“Well, I’ll not have to look at him again.
He’s gone off somewhere and I am glad.”

“Now don’t let yourself get all upset,
Betsy,” Guy soothed. “You’re too sweet for that scoundrel. I’ve
always known that. That’s why I decided that I just had to tell you
the truth. I couldn’t stand to see you get hurt.”

“Oh, Guy, I don’t see how I could have been
so blind. His goings-on, right there in front of me all the
time.”

He placed his hand on hers, his face showing
more compassion than she had ever seen.

Just then, Mrs. Clinton came onto the porch.
With mock surprise, she pretended to first notice Betsy.

“Oh, you have a guest, Guy,” his mother said.
“Introduce me.”

“Yes, mother,” Guy said in a most courteous
tone. “This is Betsy Lewis. You know, I’ve mentioned her. She is
governess to the Thomas children. Betsy, this is my mother, Olivia
Clinton.”

“Oh, yes, nice to meet you, my dear. Guy has
spoken of you many times.” She didn’t remember her son discussing
Betsy, but hearing her name, Mrs. Clinton knew who she was.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Clinton,” Betsy stood
and curtsied.

“Guy,” his mother said, “Take care of Miss
Lewis’ horse and servant. We’ll visit for a while.” Guy hesitated
only a moment then did as his mother said.

“Now Betsy, if Guy has a pretty young girl
visiting him,” Mrs. Clinton said and took the seat vacated by Guy,
“we should be acquainted. Tell me all about yourself, my dear.

The two chatted for some time. Mrs. Clinton
was very pleased with Betsy, not at all what she would expect of a
girl who would go unescorted to call on a young man. But then, her
son was an exceptionally handsome fellow. Perhaps he had just not
paid enough attention to the girl. You can’t blame a girl for doing
what she must.

Presently, they saw Guy and his father
approaching.

“Father,” Guy said as they walked up to the
porch. “I want you to meet Betsy Lewis, the prettiest girl in Boone
County.”

“I’m glad to meet you, sir.” Betsy lowered
her eyes.

“I’m sure glad to make your acquaintance,
Miss Lewis,” Tom Clinton smiled broadly. “You’re right, Guy, she is
the prettiest girl around. ‘Cept for your mamma, of course. If this
here young feller don’t treat you right, you just let me know.”

“I’m sure Guy is a perfect gentleman,
sir.”

As they spoke, they saw two riders
approaching on the road.

“Say, ain’t that Ben Thomas comin’ up the
road there? Must be frettin’ over where you are. Did he know you
were comin’ over here?”

“No, sir, he didn’t know where I was going. I
don’t know what could be bringing him here.”

“Can you see who that is with him, Guy?”

Guy swallowed hard. He could see clearly who
it was. A full terror gripped him. He said nothing.

“Ah, I see who it is. That’s Colonel McKee,”
Tom said.

“You look ill, Guy,” his mother noted. “Are
you all right?”

“I—I think I need a drink of water, mother,”
he said as he fled into the house.

 


 



 


Chapter 9




Guy Faces Colonel McKee

 


THE TWO HORSEMEN rode to the hitch rail,
dismounted and tied their horses.

“Howdy, Colonel. Howdy, Ben,” Tom Clinton
greeted them.

“Hello, Tom.” Colonel McKee spoke first.
“Ladies. Nice to see you.”

Ben nodded and said a few kind words to Tom
and Mrs. Clinton. “I’m surprised to see you here, Betsy.”

“On my way home, I stopped to visit the
Clintons for a few minutes, sir.” Betsy said, letting no sign of
emotion show in her voice.

Colonel McKee spoke up next. “Ladies, I hate
to be so brusk, but I have some very private business that I must
discuss with Tom. I hope you will excuse me.” Then to Mr. Clinton,
“Tom, would you be so kind as to spare a few minutes for me?”

“Why, of course, Colonel,” Tom answered at
once. “Let’s just mosey over to the strippin’ barn. There’s nothin’
goin’ on there now.”

Mrs. Clinton said, “We can go back in the
house, Tom.” She started to rise.

The Colonel motioned for her to remain.
“Thank you ever so much, Mrs. Clinton, but I think Tom is right.
It’ll be quiet at the stripping barn. We can have our conversation
there. By the way, Tom, is Guy here? It might be that he’d be
interested in hearing what we have to say.”

“Seems like Guy has come down with somethin’,
Colonel,” Tom answered. “He took sick all of a sudden here while
ago.”

“Well, I’m sure you can explain to him what
we have to tell you,” Ben said.

The three men strolled off slowly in the
direction of the barn and sat at a large table in the shade of an
elm tree.

From the porch, Betsy and Mrs. Clinton could
hear nothing of their conversation, but could see it becoming
animated. Tom stood up at one point and walked in a small circle
scratching his head. A few minutes later, he was still standing
when Ben got up, walked over to him and placed his hand on his
shoulder. Tom pushed it away, yet Ben did not seem offended.

The colonel raised a finger and thumped the
table. Tom’s voice sounded, but not clearly above the others. The
Colonel rose and paced back and forth to make some point. He struck
his left palm with his right fist several times. Tom stood back and
responded with that universal gesture of frustration, his hands
extended palms up.

After a time, the two guests sat back down at
the table and Tom slowly walked toward the porch where his wife and
Betsy waited.

“Where is that boy, Livy?” Tom asked in a
downcast tone.

“He never came back out of the house. He must
be feeling awful to leave Betsy sitting out here. He looked
downright peaked.”

“I can see where he’d be feelin’ a might
sickly right now. Livy, I’ve got to talk to you, private like.
Please excuse us, Betsy.” With that, he led his wife to a private
room in the house and closed the door.

 


“Olivia, this is going to be hard for you to
believe, but the colonel and Mr. Thomas have told me something that
just makes me want to tar that boy. And I gotta tell you, from what
they told me, I believe ‘em.”

“Guy? What is it, Tom?”

“Well, it seems that the girl there, this
Betsy Lewis, was smitten with James Thomas, and they was gettin’ on
good and would most likely have got hitched one of these days. Then
Guy takes a likin’ to her and figured he oughta break it up. What
he done was the most lowdown kind of a thing that a man can do.
When he heard that Sally McKee went away all of a sudden he thought
he had his chance, and made up a story that she had to go because
of a delicate condition, and that it was James Thomas’ doin’s.”

Olivia gasped, “Oh, Lor’,” she put her hand
over her mouth. “Is there any chance that it’s true?”

“I don’t think there’s a chance in the world
that it’s true. But, even if it is, him talkin’ about something
like that with a lady? He’s got to have some fearful punishment,
Livy. I ain’t raisin’ no outlaw. If he goes on thinkin’ that’s how
a man oughta act, he’s gonna get hisself shot.”

“What you gonna do, Tom?” Olivia’s voice
quivered.

“I don’t rightly know, Livy. But I gotta do
somethin’. I’d like to know just what he’s been telling that girl.
I’m thinkin’ that the reason she’s here is because she thinks she’s
beholden to him for doin’ her a big favor, lettin’ her know what a
scoundrel that other boy is. I’ll bet he’s been givin’ her more of
it right here. If that’s what he’s been doin’, that’s as bad as it
can get.”

“Oh, Lor’,” Olivia repeated. “Are you sure
there ain’t no truth in it, Tom?” She grasped for one last
straw.

“Sally went off to Nashville, all right. But,
it was ‘cause her Aunt Nora is down on her death-bed. And, the
colonel sent Sally down there to help out with the children and
chores during their tryin’ times.”

“Oh, Lor’!” Olivia twisted her apron.

“What we gotta do here, Livy,” Tom put on his
most honor bound expression, “is find out just how bad he’s been
actin’. We need you to go out there and talk to Miss Lewis. Find
out just what he told her. I’ll make him face up to the colonel,
and see what he’s got to say for hisself. I ain’t got much hope
that it was anything better than the worst.”

“I’ll talk to her and see how much she’ll
tell me. This will be awfully embarrassing for her. Me having just
met her and bein’ Guy’s mother and all.”

“I think you’re the only one that can do it.
She can’t talk to anyone else, ‘cept maybe Polly Thomas and that
won’t get to the bottom today. The colonel wants to horse-whip the
boy and right now I’m thinkin’ that’d be the only right thing to
do.”

“I know you’ll do what’s right, but don’t
hurt the boy too much. I’ll go talk to the girl.”

The elder Clinton went looking for Guy. Mrs.
Clinton returned to the porch and sat beside a confused Betsy.

After a short search, his father found Guy
hiding in the outhouse, complaining of a sudden illness. Less than
a minute later, Guy came around the corner of the house with his
father.

“March yourself right down there to the barn
and explain yo’self to the Colonel.”

Neither looked at the porch where Betsy was
asking Mrs. Clinton what had happened.

Guy did as his father told him and walked
directly to the barn, with Mr. Clinton two steps behind. Ben Thomas
spoke first when they arrived at the table.

“These gentlemen have agreed that I should
speak first so that my relatively trivial matter may be set to rest
before they touch on more important things.

“The last time we spoke, Guy, I told you that
I was not ordering you off my property for all time, that you could
return when you regained your senses.” Ben Thomas stood glaring at
him. “Well, sir, I want to advise you that I have changed my mind.
You are from this moment forward, forbidden to set foot on the
Thomas plantation. If you do, you will be shot as a trespasser. Is
that clearly understood, sir?”

Guy was dumbstruck by his terror. He looked
at his shoes and could not speak.

“Very well, don’t answer. But, do not return
to my property. Now, I believe you have more important issues to
discuss with the colonel.”

“It has come to my attention that you have
been spreading vicious rumors about my daughter, Sally. Have you
anything to say?” The Colonel clenched his teeth.

“I didn’t do it, sir,” he whined. “It was
James. He told me he did it.”

“It will not help your cause to lie and deny.
Had you another year of age, Guy, I would shoot you like the dog
that you are. However, a duel with a sixteen-year-old scoundrel
would do nothing to restore my daughter’s honor or repair her
damaged reputation.

“My preference for a punishment for you is to
administer a good old fashioned horse-whipping. Your father agrees
that you have earned it.” The colonel paused.

Guy blanched and began to blubber.

“Your father wants to help you and has asked
for a compromise. I have agreed that if you will go directly to
everyone to whom you told that outrageous lie, admit that you lied
and tell them the exact truth in the matter, then if you will
remove yourself from Kentucky and not set foot in it again for at
least ten years, I will forgo the physical punishment.

“Should you not be willing to do that, then
your father has agreed that I should deliver ten lashes right here,
right now. He has asked that I do it here and use his bull-whip, so
that there will be no doubt that he disapproves of your behavior as
much as I do. Now, Guy Clinton, what is your preference?”

Guy tried to speak, but only a squeak came
from his parched lips. He stood paralyzed for a moment and
swallowed several times.

“What else can I do?”

“Colonel McKee is a good man, Guy, and a
generous one,” his father joined in for the first time. “He’s
agreed that I can outfit you for your trip, wherever you are going.
Even to giving you a horse and a rifle. I’m going to do that. I
don’t want your mother to think that you are just cast out to
starve. The colonel was harsh with you, but no worse than you had
comin’.”

“I’m sorry, sir, I don’t know what got into
me.” Guy finally found words. “I never told that to anyone else,
just to Betsy. And I’ll go up to her and tell her I was lying.”

It was clear from the expression of sheer
hatred on Betsy’s face when the four arrived at the porch, that
Mrs. Clinton had already told her the whole story.

“Guy, how could you?” She stood up and
started to leave the porch.

“Please wait, Betsy.” It was Ben Thomas. “Guy
has something that he must tell you.”

“I already know!” Betsy snapped.

“We know that you do,” Guy’s father said,
“but for Sally’s sake, we’d be much beholden to you if you’d let
him say it.”

For the first time, his plea drove home the
impact of this lie on Sally McKee.

“Oh, dear, poor Sally.”

Guy stood before Betsy with his hands clasped
in front of him as if holding a hat in his hand. “Betsy, I’m
terribly sorry for what I done. I loved you so much and you
wouldn’t pay me no attention. I just had to find some way to get
you to notice me instead of James.”

“Harumph!” the colonel coughed and glared at
Guy. “Wasn’t there something else that you wanted to say, Guy?”

“Huh? Oh, yes.” Tears started from Guy’s
eyes. He bit his lip, “I— I was tryin’ to mislead you about Sally
and James. I was telling you things that could be took the wrong
way—

“Harumph!” the colonel began rubbing his palm
as though he was imagining that he had the bullwhip in it.

“I— I was lyin’.” Guy lowered his voice.

“Speak up,” the colonel shouted.

“I was lyin’,” Guy finally admitted. “There
ain’t no truth to it. And I was lyin’ when I told you that he was
not with me ‘coon hunting that night.”

Guy’s mother gasped at that.

“There wasn’t any truth to that either. He
was there all right, all night long. I don’t know what come over
me. My pa never brought me up to be like that. He always told me to
be honest. I won’t never do nothin’ like that ag’in. I love you,
Betsy.”

With a whack, Betsy slapped him hard across
the face.

“That was for Sally McKee.” Whack. “And that
one is for me.” She drew back her hand again and Ben stepped
forward. He caught her hand before she could deliver another
blow.

“Not that he doesn’t deserve it, Betsy,” he
said calmly, “but we promised him that if he would confess to you
and tell you the whole truth, he could avoid his
horse-whipping.”

“Never let me see your face again, Guy
Clinton,” she stormed past him, out to the side of the lane. Toward
the barn, she shouted, “Grover, bring up my carriage.”

Betsy then turned toward the porch where a
distraught Mrs. Clinton sat back in her chair. When Betsy saw her,
she rushed back to the porch and reclaimed her seat next to Olivia.
“Thank you for helping me through this, Mrs. Clinton. You have been
so kind to me. I know that this must be even more terrible for you
than it has been for me.”

“Oh, I’ll be all right, my dear,” she patted
the back of Betsy’s hand. “At least the colonel didn’t shoot
him.”

“I think I should go back home, now,” Betsy
said and rose. “Thank you all for helping me find out the truth.”
She glared at Guy and made her way to the waiting vehicle.

“Just a moment, Betsy,” Ben called after her.
Then to the two other men, “Excuse me, gentlemen, but I think I
should ride with Miss Lewis. There are other things I need to tell
her about this affair.”

“Yes, of course, Mr. Thomas,” Tom said. “I
will deal with my son from this point.”

Ben joined Betsy at the carriage.

“I’d like to ride with you, Betsy,” Ben said.
“There is a lot more that I should tell you. I mean, what I’ve
learned today. Let me help you up.”

He attached his horse’s reins to the tie ring
at the back of the carriage and took a seat inside.

“We’re ready, Grover. Take us home.”

Once Betsy had a few minutes to reflect on
all that had happened, Ben told her the details of his conversation
with Bill Tucker.

“I was fit to be tied when I found out you
had gone to the McKee’s to face this out on your own. At first, I
thought the best thing to do was to go directly to the Clinton’s
and lay the whole affair before Guy’s father, but I knew Colonel
McKee had every reason to know what he was saying about Sally, so I
went there first. That’s when I found out that you had been there
and left.

“Mrs. McKee told me that you had been there
asking about James Thomas. She had heard all the rumors about him
and flew off the handle when you mentioned his name. And when you
went away, of course, we had no idea that you had gone to the
Clinton’s.

“I took the Colonel off privately and told
him what Guy been saying about Sally and James. The colonel was
dead set on shootin’ him, but after we talked a while he set on the
notion of a horse-whipping and making him leave the state. He said
that it would be just like drumming a no ‘count out of the regiment
when he was in the army. That appealed to the colonel’s sense of a
justice.

“As we rode along he cooled off some, and by
the time we got there, Tom Clinton was able to talk him into
letting the boy off with just being drummed out of Kentucky, so
long as he’d tell the truth first.”

“I’m so ashamed of believing that about
James, Mr. Thomas,” Betsy admitted. “I should have known
better.”

“You were not alone, Betsy,” Ben said. “I
also believed the worst, and I’m ashamed too.”

“We’ve got to find a way to get a message to
him, Mr. Thomas,” Betsy put in. “We’ve got to let him know he can
come home.”

“From what Bill Tucker says, I don’t think
he’ll come back now,” Ben observed. “Bill says that he is all
excited about the idea of being part of starting a new country. The
Texians are promising to give six hundred and forty acres to every
soldier that sticks with it to the end. He’ll have his own
plantation, or at least a big farm. Imagine how much hemp a person
could grow on six hundred acres of land. And all of it flat as a
floor.”

“Do you think he’ll stay down there in
Texas?” Betsy asked.

“I would if I was him,” Ben answered. “I
don’t know if we’ll ever see James again. We can send a message
with the Tuckers when they go. That way he’ll at least know that
this lie has been exposed.”

Betsy was silent for the rest of the trip
home.

The rain started again and dusk was
approaching as they entered the lane to the Big House. Supper was
ready and waiting. Polly had already dismissed Bertha and the other
kitchen help and would have started the meal without them within a
few minutes.

Betsy found the talk about what had happened
distressing and had little appetite. After a few bites she asked to
be excused and went to her room. They did not see her again until
morning.

The next day everyone saw a new air of
determination and good cheer in Betsy. Sometime after noon, she
approached Ben.

“Mr. Thomas,” she said. “When will the
tobacco harvest be completed and the crop ready for sale?”

“The tobacco harvest?” Ben arched his
eyebrows, “Why would you be interested in that?”

“I was just wonderin’.”

“It will be a while yet. It’ll be four more
weeks before it’s topped and another four weeks before it’s ready
to cut. It’s laying the hemp down first, and if this rain doesn’t
stop that will have to wait a while, too.

“Really, now, how is it that you are
wondering about the tobacco crop?”

“I wasn’t thinking about the harvest here. I
was wondering when the Tuckers would have their crop in and be
ready to go to Texas.”

“Oh, you want to send a message to James, is
that it?”

“No, sir. I’ve made up my mind. If they will
let me, I’m going with them.”

“Go with them?” Ben stared at her for a few
seconds. “Are you loosing your mind? You’re just a girl. I can’t
let you do something like that.”

“No, sir, I’ve made up my mind.” The girl was
not defiant or unpleasant, just determined. “If James is going to
have a six hundred forty acre farm when this war is over, that’ll
be the best chance for an independent life he’ll ever have. He
won’t be coming back.”

“But he loves you, Betsy. He told me so.
He’ll be back for you.”

“He would have, before I acted toward him
like I did. Now he’s awfully mad at me, and I don’t blame him. He
won’t be coming back. It’s up to me to let him know that I know it
was all a lie. And I’ve got to tell him how sorry I am that I acted
like that.”

“No matter,” Ben said. “I can’t let you go.
You’re just a girl and I can’t let you go traipsing across the
country.”

“Mr. Thomas, you and Mrs. Thomas have been
wonderful to me since I’ve been with you. I love you both like you
were my parents. But the truth is that you are not my parents, and
you don’t have a right to keep me from going. If the Tuckers will
let me, I’m going to go with them.”

“You wait right here, young lady,” Ben said
rising from his seat, “Let’s see what Polly has to say about this.”
He walked into the house and shouted, “Polly?”

Ben and Polly came out together. Betsy took a
deep breath and prepared for the storm.

“Now, Betsy, tell Polly what you told me you
intend to do.”

“Mrs. Thomas, you and Mr. Thomas have made a
fine home for me since my folks died. I appreciate it ever so much.
I’ve earned my own way too, though, looking after the boys and
teaching them, but the time has come when I have to do something
else.” Betsy repeated all she had told Ben then added in one
breath, “If I don’t find him and let him know I still love him and
want to make my life with him, he won’t ever come back.”

“Maybe you should wait ‘til he gets your
message, then when he writes, you can arrange to join him after the
war business is all over,” Polly advised.

“No, ma’am,” Betsy said firmly. “If I do
that, the next time we see him he’ll be married to one of those
señoritas down there and I’ll be stuck having to settle for some no
‘count, like Will Cutter.”

“See what I mean, Polly?” Ben interjected.
“She’s got her head set on this crazy notion about going to Texas.
What’s a little girl like her going to do on the trail, much less
when she gets down there with no place to go? You’ve got to talk
her out of it.”

“Ben, she’s not a little girl,” Polly
announced after some moments of silence. “This time you’re wrong.
Betsy has thought this through and she knows what she wants to do,
and she’s right. If the Tuckers will let her go with them, I think
she should go.”

 


 



 


Chapter 10




An Injury

 


JAMES HEARD SHOUTS from Indians on shore
calling to others in the water, but the attack was over.

The long-expected drizzle began soaking
everything and everyone. He was glad to see that it was only rain.
The wind the captain feared had not materialized.

In the stock pen, both horses thrashed about
on their short ropes. The cow bellowed in terror and added her
strength to that of the horses, all pulling together, trying to
tear the manger from its fastening. Boards bowed and creaked. The
ropes strained.

James ducked into the fore cabin and felt
around until he found the lantern on the portside wall. Striking a
match, he lit the candle inside and carried it out to the center of
the boat where he hung it on a spike driven into the mast for that
purpose.

In the lantern’s faint light, James saw the
horses rearing together, putting all their force into trying to
break the ropes. The cow sprawled on the wet deck, her feet
slipping as she tried to rise. Trying desperately to end the chaos,
he whistled his usual call to Tess, the closest of the animals.
After a few more jerks on her rope, the mare responded by moving
forward and reaching over the manger for comfort from James.

The other horse ignored everything and
continued to pull with all his might. The cow, still down, kicked
wildly, striking Tess’ legs with her rear hooves. Then James saw
the arrow sticking out of the cow’s side. It had passed between her
ribs and buried deep into her body. Just then, the captain came
limping up. He also carried a lantern and held his right thigh.

“She’s done for, lad,” the captain said,
holding up the lantern for a better view. “See, there’s blood
coming out of her nose. That arrow struck plum into ‘er lungs. They
ain’t no pullin’ her through that. She’s gonna break that horse’s
legs if she keeps thrashin’ around.”

He reached down on the deck, picked up the
tomahawk and with a single blow between the eyes, he stopped the
cows suffering. The second horse was tiring and gradually relaxed
his struggle. The captain patted its neck and said a few soothing
words to him.

“Now lad, I got something for you to do.”

“What’s that, Captain?”

“I’m gonna need you to cut that arrow outta
my leg.” He said pointing to a bloody streak down his right thigh.
“I broke it off so’s I could get around but the head’s still in
there.”

“I’ve never done anything like that,
Captain.” James said.

“Well, I hope you don’t have to do it often
enough to get good at it.”

The crew gathered around to see what had
happened at the stock pen.

“Any o’ you darkies get hit back there?” he
asked.

“No, suh,” one of them answered. “Them arras
jis’ fell all ‘round us. But nobody got hit.”

“No need you standin’ out here in the rain.
There’s nothin’ any of us can do ‘til we got some daylight. You
might as well go back to your cabin an’ try to get some sleep.” He
nodded dismissal at his crew.

“James, let’s you and me go and see if we can
get this arrow out. It’s only in the big part o’ my leg, and I
don’t think it hit the bone.” The captain began hobbling toward his
cabin.

“Blast! I never thought I’d see that many
Injuns in one place in this part of the country. There’s an odd one
here and there now-a-days, but they most times just sneak in an’
filch somethin’ of’n yer boat when you ain’t lookin’.” The captain
eased himself onto the edge of the bed. “There must have been nigh
on to a score of ‘em in that bunch.”

“My uncle told me that they ran ‘em all
across the Mississippi when they had that little set-to with Black
Hawk.” James recalled.

“That’s what ever’body thought. This bunch
musta got split off from the rest and hasn’t been able to catch
up.”

Inside the cabin, the light of the two
lanterns was much more effective. They could see a bulge under the
skin, with the stump of the broken shaft protruding about two
inches. James started to tear the cloth back to expose the
wound.

“Hold it there, son,” the captain barked.
“Them’s good pants. No need rippin’ ‘em up.”

He unfastened the rope he had around his
waist and, with James’ help, wriggled them down, past the
protruding arrow shaft. James gritted his teeth at the thought of
the captain’s pain from dragging cloth over the broken stub. With
the pants removed, James tried to pull the arrowhead out, but it
would not budge. There was not a sound from the old man until James
gave up the effort. Then the captain took a deep breath.

“You’d best get me a piece of wood or
somethin’ to bite down on. Else, I’ll be squallin’ like a baby
‘fore you’re done.”

There was no wooden object handy, so the
captain picked up the end of a rope and put that between his teeth.
He spat it out immediately.

“Yep that’ll do. I won’t need it though ‘til
you start cuttin’, so let’s get set up to do this.”

“Tell me what to do, sir,” James said, “and
I’ll do it. What’s first?”

“First off, there’s a hollow-wood under my
bunk with whiskey in it. Get that and pour some into my tin. You’ll
wanta soak your knife blade in it for a little while to clean it
off good. Then take a clean rag and soak that in it, too.”

On his hands and knees, James searched under
the cot until he found a one gallon keg, its bung driven into its
side instead of the end. The bung in the side made it easier to
pour the last drops from the container.

“There you go. Pour some o’ that barleycorn
in my drinkin’ cup, too.” He gulped the entire contents of the cup
without removing it from his lips.

“Slop a little of it on my leg, and then take
that soaked rag and wipe it down. But wait ‘til I get that rope
back in my mouth.”

James carefully wiped the whiskey-soaked rag
around the broken arrow shaft. He tried to be gentle, but even so,
the captain gasped and held rigid. When it was clean, the old man
exhaled and slumped his back against the wall.

“If I pass out while you’re adoin’ this,” the
captain said, his voice raspy, “you’re gonna have to finish it by
your self. So I better tell you what to do ‘fore you start.

“First off, you gotta make sure that you
don’t cut none of them big veins in my leg. If you do, I’ll bleed
out for sure. You won’t be able to stop the bleedin’, so be careful
‘bout that.

“Next off, try to figure out which way the
arrow’s laying, so’s you can cut the smallest hole to get it
out.

“Then once the arrow’s out, it’s gonna be
bleedin’ pretty bad, so be ready for that. What you gotta do is
have that rag rinsed out good and soaked in whiskey. Fold it into a
pad, about as big as your hand. Then, when you get the arrow out,
squeeze the cut together and lay the pad over it. Tie it on with a
wide leather strap. Don’t use a rope cause that’ll cut off the
blood to my foot.

“Ever’ once in a while, you gotta loosen up
the strap, and let the blood flow. Now the wound’ll bleed bad the
first few times you do it, but let that happen, otherwise my leg’ll
rot off. Mind now, don’t forget to do that if I ain’t awake to tell
you.”

“I won’t forget, Captain.”

“Most likely,” the captain said, beads of
sweat popping out on his head, “I’ll pass out when you start
cuttin’, then I’ll come around and be all right for tomorrow. Then
come the next day or the day after, the fever is gonna set in. When
that happens, you’re gonna be the one in charge. While I’m not fit
for duty, you gotta take care o’ things. The crew knows what to do
most of the time, but if somethin’ needs decidin’, you gotta be the
one to do it.

“Hold on a minute afore you start cuttin’.
The first thing in the morning, if we’re driftin in close to the
shore, put two of the crew keepin’ the boat midstream. Have the
other two hang the cow up on the mast and gut ‘er. That way she’ll
keep ‘til you get to Lou’ville. You can sell her for meat down
there.” The captain paused and took a deep breath.” Well, let’s get
‘er done.”

James felt around the lump until he found the
cut where the arrow entered. The captain drank another cup of
whiskey, bit down on the rope and closed his eyes. James made a
quick cut on each side of the arrow shaft, feeling the knife scrape
on stone. Grasping the shaft, he pulled, but his hand slipped from
the bloody stub. Dipping another piece of cloth in the whiskey, he
grasped the arrow shaft again using the cloth to improve his grip.
A firm twist and the arrow popped out. The captain’s body went
limp.

Fresh blood welled up from the wound and
James fought the urge to vomit. Pressing the wound together, he
laid a pad of whiskey soaked linen over it and wrapped the leather
strap around the man’s leg to hold it. The captain lay motionless.
His even, steady breathing showed the man was alive, but oblivious
to pain.

James leaned back on his own bunk and closed
his eyes.

For the first time since the fight, he had
time to think of his exhaustion and cold. He sat for a few minutes
taking deep breaths, then pulled a blanket over his shoulders and
closed his eyes, inviting sleep.

Suddenly, he jolted awake with a thought to
the rifles, out there in the rain. “You take care of it, and it
will take care of you,” the captain had said. Now the
responsibility fell on him. He pulled a buckskin jacket and a
coonskin cap from a peg on the captain’s side of the cabin.

“You won’t mind me borrowing these, will you
Cap’n?” James said to the unconscious man as he put them on. He
took up one of the lanterns and made his way to where he hoped he’d
find the rifles.

In the drizzle, the lonely candle’s light was
barely enough to locate them. He threw the rocket debris and the
one unfired rocket overboard, then gathered up the weapons and took
them out of the rain.

Next, he made his way down the rail toward
the aft poling deck where the captain had fought to retrieve the
pistol. As he passed the stock pen, he saw the two horses standing
in their usual hipshot fashion, sleeping upright and ignoring the
dead cow at their feet. An occasional puff of wind pushed the light
rain under the stock pen roof to wet the floor, but the horse’s
bodies were dry.

As he approached the aft cabin, the light
sound of the crewmembers snoring reached his ear. Feeling around
the cabin roof, he found the pistol where the captain dropped it
after firing the rocket. James trudged back to the forward cabin,
hoping he would not think of anything else to force him out into
the rain.

Shaking the water from the cap and jacket, he
hung them on the wall and wrapped the almost dry blanket across his
shoulders again. Even in the poor light of the candle-lanterns, he
saw pallor about the captain’s leg. He quickly loosened the leather
strap, but was disappointed how slowly the color returned. The
captain breathed easily, but the leg was cold. James rubbed it with
a piece of dry cloth for some time, until the color, warmth and
bleeding returned. Instead of replacing the strap immediately, he
held the pad for fifteen or twenty minutes to let the blood
circulate in the cold leg. After a time his hand tired, and he put
the leather strap in place.

Drying and cleaning the rifles and the pistol
took up the rest of the night. The captain had several large pieces
of linen stashed in a chest under his bunk. Using those as towels,
he wiped down the weapons. Then, with wads of dry taw on his
ramrod, he dried the bores. When convinced that there was no more
water on the exposed surfaces, he put his pickler to use, removing
the lock plates, tumblers and firelock mechanism. Holding the locks
over the heat of the lanterns, he dried off any remaining
moisture.

The drying and cleaning of the pistol proved
more difficult, as the mechanism was held by some method he did not
understand. He wiped it dry then held it over the lantern until
warm throughout.

Toward morning, he loosened the captain’s
bandage to let the blood circulate, but no fresh blood appeared.
Trying not to panic, he felt the captain’s chest. To his relief,
the shallow but steady breathing continued. He left the strap off
this time, but kept a close eye on the wound so he could put it
back if the bleeding started again.

 


 



 


Chapter 11




Will Cutter’s Rifle

 


GUY CLINTON’S MOTHER sewed one-dollar coins
into the hem of his coat, ten on each side, and then gave him ten
more to carry in his pocket.

“Where are you going to go, Guy?” His father
asked, pretending not to notice the coins in the coat hem.

“I don’t know where I’ll end up,” Guy told
his parents, “but I’ll write and let you know where I am. First
off, I think I’ll go to Tennessee and see if I can find work there.
Since Old Hickory’s in the White House, there outta be a lot goin’
on down Nashville way.”

His mother looked up in concern.

“Don’t you worry, Ma. I ain’t gonna have
nothin’ to do with Miss McKee.”

“See to it you don’t,” she said quietly.

“This here’s my best rifle that I’m givin’
you, son, but it’s one of those new fangled percussion cap locks.
You make sure that you keep plenty of caps. It ain’t no good to you
without ‘em. I put two hundred in your pack. You keep an eye on ‘em
and don’t let yourself run out.”

“I will, Pa.”

The elder Clinton helped his son load the
packhorse and offered advice. Olivia gave him a pack of biscuits
and ham, in lieu of words. With heavy hearts, they watched Guy
travel south on the new road away from Burlington, but they did not
see him turn onto a side road as soon as he was out of sight and
make a wide circular route back toward the county seat.

Guy found his friend Will Cutter still in
jail. He entered, and the sheriff allowed him to approach the
cell.

“I hear tell you’re expecting the circuit
judge to cut you loose when he comes through here today,” Guy
said.

“The sheriff ain’t got no evidence. I told
him that Thomas twerp was the one stirrin’ it all up, but it never
done me no good. Don’t make no difference. The judge’ll be here
today, and he’ll cut me loose, for sure.”

“Will, I got an idea,” Guy said. “Let’s you
and me set out for Tennessee when you get outta here.”

“Now, that’s what I was tryin’ to talk you
into last spring,” Will said. “What come over you all of a sudden
to make you come ‘round?”

“It’s kinda embarrassing, Will,” Guy said,
grinning to show that he was not the least embarrassed.

“Yeah, I’ll bet it is.” Will laughed. “What’d
you get caught at, Guy?”

“Well, Colonel McKee talked my old man into
believin’ that I been messin’ ‘round with his daughter, Sally.” Guy
hung his head in mock shame and grinned.

“And have ya?” Will laughed louder this
time.

“Now, you know a gentleman never talks about
things like that, Will. Anyhow my pa thinks I oughta get outta
Kaintuck ‘til things kinda blow over.” Both burst into knowing
laughter.

The sheriff, who had heard everything,
interrupted them. “All right, Clinton, get outta here. You
snot-nosed good-for-nothin’. You wanna have your little laugh with
this no ‘count, you’ll have your chance soon enough. But you gonna
do it someplace else. Now, git outta here.”

The sheriff took him by the back of the
collar, escorted him through the door and with a shove, sent him
sprawling in the dust.

“You two low-lifes ain’t got no business
havin’ Sally McKee’s name in your foul mouths.”

“You ain’t got no call to treat me thata way,
Sheriff,” Guy whined.

“Well now, I can always go over an’ tell
Colonel McKee that you’re still hangin’ ‘round town an’ see what
he’s got to say about it.”

“You already heard what he done—” Guy’s voice
trailed off.

“‘Course I did,” the sheriff told him. “So’s
ever’body else in town. Now git outta here before I think of
somethin’ to lock you up for, too.”

Guy withdrew to the blacksmith shop to make
small talk, but found himself shunned. He tied his horses up in the
shade near the meeting hall and waited for the judge to hold trial
for his friend. Within an hour, his friend bounded out the door and
threw his hat in the air.

“Yah-hoo,” Will shouted. “He cut me
loose.”

“Do that again,” the sheriff said, “and I’ll
call it disturbin’ the peace, and lock you up ag’in ‘til the judge
comes back next month.”

Will Cutter, silenced, fell into step with
Guy. They walked the two horses out of town and around the first
bend in the road.

“You ready to cut out for Tennessee?” Will
asked.

“You bet. But we’re going to have to get rid
of some of this stuff if your gonna have somethin’ to ride. My ma
piled ever’thing on but the rain-barrel.

With most of the special treats Guy’s mother
had packed for him in the ditch, including the quilt his mother
thought was his favorite, Will mounted the pack saddle and they
rode off toward the Louisville Pike, where they would turn south
toward Nashville.

“Don’t think much of this saddle,” Will
remarked before they had gone far.

“Mor’n likely, we’ll find some farmer along
the way that’s got one he don’t have no more use for,” Guy
remarked.

“Mor’n likely he’ll have a rifle that he’ll
be willin’ to part with, too.” The two laughed as they rode on.

Halfway to Louisville, Guy spotted a
farmhouse with no one home. Through a crack in the barn door, he
saw a good quality riding saddle lying across a divider between two
of the horse stalls. The family’s dog barred their way. Using his
new percussion cap rifle, Guy shot the dog and then, after a
hurried look around, searched the barn. They found nothing of value
except the saddle. A few miles west they came to a creek flowing
into the Ohio River. There, they installed their ill-gotten saddle
on Will’s horse and threw the old packsaddle in the creek. Guy
recharged his rifle as they watched the evidence float away.

“How about that? We found me a saddle that
wasn’t even lost yet.” Will laughed. “But we still gotta to find a
rifle.”

Keeping an eye out for an opportunity, they
rode south toward Nashville, camping in the woods alongside the
trail to avoid towns and settlements. After several days travel,
they still had not reached Nashville nor had a chance to steal a
second rifle.

As they rode along one afternoon, Will
pointed to a column of smoke rising from the forest some distance
off the road.

“Now, what you s’pose that is?” he asked.

“Dunno, might be a cabin,” Guy mused, “or it
might be just a campfire, or maybe even some Injuns.”

“Doubt if it’s Injuns,” Will remarked, “not
this close to Nashville. This is Old Hickory country. He’s runnin’
the Injuns outta ever’where. He wouldn’t have missed ‘em in his own
back yard.”

“Reckon not.” Guy grinned. “Let’s take a
look. We might find your missin’ rifle over there.”

On small hill alongside the trail, they saw
that the smoke rose from a low hill behind a grove of small cedars.
They tied their horses to a branch, and continued on foot.

Guy took his rifle and Will carried Guy’s
large skinning knife. They slipped down to the creek-bed and made a
circle ‘til they could see the two horses standing near the
campfire, and a man sitting on a stump, tacking furs to drying
boards.

“Just a trapper,” Will whispered. “Probably
just one of ‘em. That other horse is most likely just for
packin’.”

“There’s a rifle and horn leaning against the
tree there.” Guy pointed to the trapper’s left.

“Just what I need. Hand me that rifle of
yours.” Will reach over and took the weapon from Guy. “Gimme one of
them caps.”

“What you gonna do, Will?” Guy asked, handing
over a percussion cap for the rifle.

“I’m gonna git me a rifle afore we go any
farther.” He took aim at the trapper’s back.

“You just gonna back shoot ‘im?” Guy
screeched, his eyes wide.

“And why not?” Will muttered as he took aim.
“We ain’t gonna talk ‘im outta it.”

“I just never thought we’d do something like
that.”

“Don’t be squeamish,” Will said in a low
tone. “You ain’t never gonna git nothin’ in this life ‘less’ you
take it for yourself.”

The rifle barked, and the trapper fell
forward onto his face.

“See there? Ain’t nothin’ to it.” Will rose
to his feet and starting in the direction of the camp.

“Well, I guess you’re right.” Guy breathed
easier. The terrifying experience over, he saw no immediate
consequences. “Two horses, a load of gear, and no one the
wiser.”

“No, no,” Will cautioned. “We can’t take the
horses. Horses are easy to trace, and they’ll slow you down if you
gotta move out in a hurry. No, we’ll take the rifle and whatever
gear we can carry, but no horses.”

“Now look who’s gettin’ squeamish,” Guy
chided. “They most likely won’t be anybody looking for him for
months.”

“A horse can get you hung a year, two years
later. No, we ain’t takin’ no horse.”

At the camp, Will poked the body with the toe
of his boot. The man did not move, so they went about the task of
gathering loot. They bundled powder, lead and flints, as well as
sugar, coffee and beans. Rifle in hand, Guy was first to get back
to the horses. He loaded the goods and just as they prepared to
mount, a voice boomed out behind them:

“Howdy.”

A scruffy bearded man came out of the trees
leading a mule. “Heard a shot over thisa way. That you fellers
shootin’ at some food?”

Will kept his composure and stepped forward
to shake the stranger’s hand. Guy stepped behind his horse and then
up into the saddle.

“Naw, wasn’t us, come from over thata way,”
Will said. He motioned across the hillside as he sized up the
man.

Both his and Guy’s rifles were empty. The man
they were facing carried a rifle on his shoulder, most likely
charged. It was a flintlock, so he would have to splash powder in
the pan before he could fire it. He was a big man, too big to
tackle with bare hands. The man also had a knife and a tomahawk in
his belt. Will decided that he had best wait until the man turned
his back, then load and fire.

“That must be Long Bill’s fire over thar.
He’s ‘round these parts some’rs,” the man said, and started to walk
in that direction.

Just then from behind the cedars, Long Bill
staggered out and shouted to his friend. “Stop them varmints! They
done bushwhacked me.”

Guy was astride his horse, but Will stood
only a few feet from the bearded man. He took several quick steps
backward to keep himself clear of the bearded trapper’s knife. The
man reached into his belt, drew out the tomahawk, and with a swift
throw, buried it in Will’s head.

Guy turned his horse to the roadway and urged
him forward as fast as the animal would go. After forty or fifty
yards he heard the rifle fire, and felt a tug on his coat as the
ball tore through it. Guy pressed the horse onward, expecting the
other man to catch up at any moment.

Even when sure he’d gotten away, fear rippled
his gut. There was no thought now of stopping in Nashville. That
man had taken a good look at him, so this country was no longer
safe. He had lost his companion, almost all of his supplies and the
packhorse. He still had the money in his seams, but dared not stop
to buy what he needed. Pushing the horse for all he was worth, Guy
continued to flee.

After nearly twenty minutes, the horse could
do no more. It slowed to trot, then to a walk, its head hanging low
and its breathing hard. Angrily, Guy kicked its ribs, but got no
response. Finally, he realized the horse would have to rest. If he
rode the animal to death, he would be at the mercy of the trappers
and their friends. One, at least, would be on his trail as soon as
he had tended to his friend’s wounds.

Just before he entered Nashville, he crossed
a small creek with a good flow of water. The horse refused to go
farther, so he let it drink then coaxed it to move on. If he
couldn’t avoid going through Nashville, he wanted to do it quickly.
He hoped the burly old trapper hadn’t reached the town already.

It seemed everyone he passed looked at him
with suspicion, and carefully enough to remember him. He maintained
a pace he hoped was not so fast as to draw attention, and continued
south out of the city.

Just outside of town he found a crossroads
where five trails came together atop a ridge. One, running to the
west, was marked “Memphis.” Another, heading east, said
“Chattanooga.” The other three less traveled trails had no
road-signs. He selected one of the narrow trails nearly due south
and struck out on it, not knowing where it would take him.

He followed the trail all the rest of that
day without meeting other travelers. The poorly defined path nearly
disappeared at times, and he thought he might lose the track
altogether.

Late in the afternoon, Guy heard voices and
turned his horse up a small stream to watch from the brush. Keeping
his horse quiet, he waited as a party of three men and a young boy,
each leading a pack animal, passed by. Guy was tempted to hail them
and ask where this trail led, but his fear kept him in the shadows.
When they were clear, he moved back onto the trail and continued
his flight.

Within a mile, the pack train met the sheriff
from Nashville accompanied by the bearded trapper. After being
assured that the travelers had encountered no one on the trail
since crossing the Alabama border, the pursuers turned back.

 


 



 


Chapter 12




The Wilderness Trail

 


WHILE JAMES MADE HIS WAY down river, interest
in Texas was rising among the Kentuckians. More volunteers left
every day for the Southwest. It was a favorite topic with everyone.
Bill Tucker no longer had any doubt about going. His wife
enthusiastically embraced the idea of Betsy’s company and their
plans were firm. They only waited the tobacco harvest and sale.

The ladies of Polly’s sewing circle took the
Texas liberation movement to heart, too. They started work on a
great flaxen liberty flag for Texas. The ladies met at the
meetinghouse in Burlington one evening each week to design and sew.
By July, they had produced one huge battle flag, almost six feet
square and three smaller display versions three feet by four feet.
The flags showed a walking “Lady Liberty,” with a banner reading
“Liberty or Death.”

The ladies took pride in their stitchery and
kept one of the small flags to display in the meetinghouse as a
show of support for the men going forth to face the Mexicans. They
packed away the others in a cedar box for Annamerica Tucker to
deliver to Sam Houston on their arrival in Texas.

Betsy and Mrs. Tucker became great friends as
they worked together drying fruit, vegetables and meats, and
preparing things they would need on the trip. Mrs. Tucker showed
Betsy how to select the most durable clothing and how to reinforce
hems, elbows and seats to get even longer life from them.

The hot, dry weather returned through the
middle of July. Bill, his wife and all their children worked from
sun-up to dark hoeing weeds, loosening soil and removing tobacco
worms. Betsy’s life to that point had not prepared her for the hard
work in the fields, but she stayed with the Tuckers, did the
family’s cooking and cleaning and of course, made fast friends with
the children. This freed Annamerica to devote herself to help tend
the crop.

The tobacco needed another eight weeks to
mature before harvest. Then it needed yet another four weeks to
cure before market. Winter would be upon them when they started
their trek to Texas.

Ben Thomas came by one afternoon with a
second wagon and another team. He agreed to buy the entire tobacco
crop where it stood in the field.

“I’ve got plenty of help to get the crop in
when it’s ready,” he said, “If you get started now, you can be in
Texas before the bad weather. If you wait another three months,
you’re going to be traveling in the cold and wet and grass for your
stock will be scarce. When you get there, you won’t have a place to
put up for the winter. That’s no way to start out. If you’re going
to do this fool thing, then get on your way while you still got
weather to do it. Now, God bless you, get.”

It took only a few more days to prepare the
wagons, get the family’s personal goods and food items loaded and
to start. The dried foods Mrs. Tucker and Betsy produced, but not
needed during the trip, were packed in wooden boxes and loaded on
the bottom along with the seed corn, tobacco, hemp and vegetable
seeds. The dried foods would provide a reserve until they could
produce a crop in Texas.

In that wagon, Bill installed a hollowed out
timber as if it were extra bracing. In the void, he hid the money
they received for their livestock and crops. They turned the farm
over to Ben Thomas to keep until they notified him to sell it or
they returned from Texas.

Into the second wagon, Bill loaded tools and
harness. Atop the load of hardware, a platform held a pallet to
serve as the children’s beds during the trip. The Texas Liberty
or Death flags were safely stored in their cedar box beneath
the springboard seat.

The oldest of the Tucker children, now
eleven, had been handling a team for two years. He would drive the
second wagon and for much of the trip Betsy would ride beside
him.

Colonel McKee provided Bill with an army map
of the area from the Ohio valley to New Orleans. The map showed the
trails and roadways known to the army. Bill knew the roads might be
overgrown or washed out, but he could ask about local conditions as
they went along. The map showed good roads as far as Memphis.

Within a week, Bill Tucker carved G.T.T.—Gone
To Texas—into the door of his cabin in Boone County, Kentucky, and
set out to take Texas up on the offer of free land for fighting
men. With his wife, family and Betsy, the little caravan was on its
way on the first day of August in the year 1835.

Fifteen days later, they arrived at
Nashville, which Bill thought would be a good place to stop for a
day, restock supplies, check their equipment and inquire about the
best route from there. At a general store on the main street, Bill
stopped his wagons, went inside and approached the storekeeper.

“Howdy,” he greeted. “My family’s just
traveling through from up Kaintuck way. Thought I’d stop and chew
the fat a spell, and pick up some beans an’ such.”

“Welcome to Nashville, stranger,” the
storekeeper said with a friendly smile. “Y’all headin’ for
Texas?”

“Well now, that’s what we’re thinkin’,” Bill
answered. “How’d you figure that?”

“There’s a lot of folks got that idea in
their heads,” he said. “Now, me? I’m stickin’ right where I’m at.
There ain’t nothin’ them Texians got that I want.”

“Well, I’m gonna find out soon enough,” Bill
said.

“I might tell ya, though,” the merchant said
with a serious tone. “Keep your eyes peeled. There’s outlaws on
that trail too, ya know.”

“Y’all had trouble with ‘em ‘round here?”

“Ain’t been no time ago we had one of ‘em
bushwhack a trapper just a little ways north of town,” he
continued. “There was two of ‘em. Snuck up on him and shot him in
the back before he knew what was what.”

“You don’t say?” Bill said, “Did you catch
‘em?”

“Well, Old Zack Thompson, he come up on ‘em
before they could get away, and brung one of ‘em down with a
tomahawk, but the other skedaddled. So, I reckon he’s still out
there layin’ for somebody else.

“The feller that got bushwacked, he’s gonna
pull through. So if they do find that other one, he’s got somethin’
comin’ to him.”

“We’ll keep an eye out,” Bill said.
“Meanwhile, you mind if I water my horses at your trough out
yonder?”

“Not a bit, friend,” the merchant answered.
“If’n you wanna put ‘em up in my stable tonight, you can do that
too. Get ‘em a good feed of hay and grain for ten cents a
head.”

“I just might do that,” Bill answered, just
as Annamerica walked in. “Here’s Mamma now. When she gets what she
needs, we’ll have to see if there’s any money left.”

“Now ain’t that how it always is.” The
shopkeeper winked. “If you decide to stay, y’all come up to the
house. Me and the missus will be glad to have ya. The young’uns
will have to sleep on a pallet on the floor, but we kin find a bed
for you and your wife.”

“Got a young lady with us that’s sixteen
years old,” Bill stated.

“Got me a daughter about that same age
myself,” the merchant said. “I reckon they could bunk up
together.”

Their shopping done, Bill and Annamerica
discussed the merchant’s offer and decided they could not turn it
down. A good night’s rest and feed for the horses would be worth
the delay. Getting a good night’s rest for themselves and the
children would be even more valuable.

The men sat by the fire that night, smoking
their pipes while Bill learned about the trails south. Most were
fit only for pack animals or for men on foot, but the merchant had
heard of a passable road along the west bank of the Tennessee
River. Traveling the Memphis Pike about seventy or eighty miles
west to a ferry crossing, they would find an old military road.
That would take them all the way to the Mississippi border and the
Natchez Trace.

At first light, they continued their trip and
took the right turn at the road-sign that read “Memphis.” Making
good time on the smooth road, they crossed the Tennessee River
three days later and turned south on the military road.

The rough and rutted road appeared on Colonel
McKee’s map, which indicated an army campground about fifty miles
south filling a large area between the trail and the river.

When they arrived at the camp, they found it
abandoned. The deep grass grown up in the parade ground provided an
ideal place for their horses and the cow to graze. They set up camp
in the cleared area and stayed there for three days. The oldest
Tucker boy killed a deer their first morning, adding much needed
meat to their traveling food. Mrs. Tucker and Betsy took advantage
of the stop to mend clothing and to take an inventory of
foodstuffs. The two younger children continued adding hickory nuts
to the collection they had gathered along the way.

Bill spent his days checking and repairing
the wagons. The doubletree on the second wagon was showing heavy
wear around the tongue pin. In an abandoned lumber stock at the
camp, he found a plank and made a new one. With a drawknife and
file, he carefully cut away the excess wood and rounded the edges
until the new member took on the needed shape and then burned the
old part to retrieve the iron components, and fitted them onto the
new spreader.

The fourth morning at the old camp, a chill
misty rain moved in. With the stock well-fed and rested, Bill knew
everyone would be more comfortable on the move. While the ladies
prepared a hearty breakfast, Bill and the boys harnessed the teams,
tied the cow behind the leading wagon and rejoined the road into
Mississippi.

Tall pines replaced the hickory, oak and
maple they had grown accustomed to in the hills. Within a week,
they intersected a better road running southwest. A road sign
marked the way to Jackson.

On the new road, their journey became easier,
and they found meadows for their stock to graze. Occasionally, they
saw farmsteads much like those they were accustomed to in Kentucky.
A few days later, they made a ford crossing of a stream marked on
their map as The Big Black River. They were surprised to find that
it was neither big nor was it black.

After crossing, they stopped at a general
store and trading post on the far shore to replenish their supplies
and get information about their further route.

“Welcome, travelers,” the storekeeper greeted
them. “Looks o’ your rig there, ya been on the road a spell.”

“That’s right, friend,” Bill told him. “We
come all the way from the north end of Kaintuck, up on the Ohio.
We’ve been on the trail nigh on to a month now. Kinda lost track o’
the days, though. What day is it, anyhow?”

“Today be the twenty-eighth day of August,”
the man said, “and it’s a Friday.”

“We’re on our way to Texas,” Bill announced.
“We got a map shows a crossing at Vicksburg. You reckon we ought to
take it?”

“Ever’body wants to go to Texas,” the man
said, “but, no, friend, you sure don’t wanna cross over there.
It’ll get you ‘cross, all right, but ain’t nothin’ but swamps
‘tween you an’ Nacogdoches, you go thata way. Why don’t you go on
south to Natchez. Good roads all the way.”

Bill squinted down at the map.

“Just stay on this road right down to
Jackson. The best road outta Jackson takes you into Natchez. You
get on that steam ferry at Natchez, son, it’ll put you on the other
side of the Mississip’ in no time.”

“Well, thank you, sir. I sure do appreciate
the help. Now, we need some flour, and….”

 


 



 


Chapter 13




Louisville

 


EXHAUSTED from his sleepless night, James
emerged from the cabin that morning and saw that the boat still
near midstream. He had no idea how far the boat had drifted during
the night, but it didn’t matter. The captain said they would get to
Louisville sometime today. When they got there, they’d drop anchor.
In the meantime, he had to make decisions and he was determined to
do what the captain would have done. Stepping out onto the deck, he
saw the cook approaching.

“Is the captain doin’ all right this mo’nin’,
Massa James, suh?” he asked.

“The captain is resting,” James answered. “He
says he’ll have a fever for a few days, and told me what he wants
us to do.”

“Yes, suh, Massa James, suh.”

“Wait a minute,” James said and held up his
hand. “Has the captain ever left anyone in charge before?”

“Yes, suh, Massa James, he has mor’n
once.”

“And what did you call these other people he
had help him out?”

“It all depend on who ‘tis, Massa James. If
it’s anudda sailor on boa’d we mos’ times calls him mate, but if he
gots a planter man, den mos’ly we calls him ‘Massa.’ Jus’ like you,
Massa James, suh.”

“Well, I’m not a sailor and I’m not a
planter. Fact is I don’t have a title at all. So why don’t you just
call me Mister Thomas, or Sir.”

“Yes, suh, Massa James, dat what we do. We
call you suh.”

“Now, we had a hard day yesterday and a hard
night last night, so make sure that everyone gets a good breakfast
this morning. With this rain we can’t build a fire, so let’s have
some more of the ham with our beans this morning.”

“Yes, suh, I’ll get out the beans and ham,
suh. Suh?” the cook went on hesitantly.

“Yes? What is it?”

“The captain always like me to make up a pot
of coffee in the mo’nin’.”

“Coffee? How you gonna build a fire for that
with the rain and all?”

“I always uses the little stove in da cabin,
suh. Tha’s where I cooks up the bacon and mush and stuff, too.”

“Maybe it would be better if you just do what
you do every morning for breakfast.” James made one last effort to
save face. “Just make sure that everyone gets fed.”

“Yes, suh, I do dat. The cap’n always tells
me to do dat, suh, ever’ mo’nin’.”

While the cook got food from the locker,
James walked to where two of the slaves were inspecting the dead
cow.

“That’s the first job we’ve got to do this
morning,” he said. The two had not heard him approach and looked up
in surprise.

“Yes, suh, we gotta git de cow overboa’d,
suh,” one of them said.

“No, what we’ve got to do is hang ‘er up and
gut ‘er, so’s the meat will keep ‘til we get to Louisville. Have
you ever done that on board?”

“No suh, never nothin’ like no cow. We dress
out a deer now and ag’in. And a b’ar once,” the crewman
responded.

“You think you can handle it?”

“Yes, suh, if that’s what yo’ wan’ us to do,
tha’s what we do.”

“Well, not now. Get something to eat first
and then we’ll get it done.”

James went back in the cabin to check on the
captain and found the man’s leg bleeding again. It hung over the
side of the cot with the foot flat on the floor. James lifted the
foot and tried to put it back on the cot.

“Yo-o-o,” the captain yelled.

“You’re awake!” James placed the foot back on
the floor. “How are you feeling, sir?”

“I was feelin’ pretty good ‘til you tried to
pull my leg off.”

“It’s bleeding again, sir,” James told him,
“We’ve got to get the strap back on.” James pointed to the steady
stream of blood flowing from the wound.

“So-o it is,” the captain noted. “You had
better get a new piece of linen and pour some more whiskey on it.
If we don’t get that bleedin’ stopped, flies’ll be blowin’ it.”

James straightened the leg and laid it on the
cot, while the captain clenched his teeth. He replaced the bandage
with fresh well-soaked linen. The room reeked of old blood and
stale whiskey.

“Sure is a mess, ain’t it?” the captain
observed.

“It’s worth it if it keeps the fever
out.”

“It won’t keep it out, but it might keep it
down some.”

“All right, Captain. We got the blood stopped
again.”

“The boat is still drifting pretty much in
midstream. We must have been drifting like that all night. How far
do you think we’ve gone?”

“Well, it was eleven o’clock or midnight when
we cut loose. That’s about six or seven hours, so if the river’s
driftin’ maybe five miles an hour, we mor’n likely come down river
thirty or thirty-five miles. We went about that far down river
yesterday. That ain’t even a hundred miles all together. We most
likely ain’t gonna make Louisville ‘fore dark today.”

The sound of a chain dropping on deck sounded
through the boat.

“The crew’s gettin’ ready to hoist the cow up
and dress ‘er out. You want me to get one of ‘em in here so you can
tell ‘em what to do?”

“No, no, son,” the captain said. “I’m gonna
be down and out for a couple of days, and they gotta get used to
you bein’ in charge. They know what to do. They just need you to
tell ‘em when to do it.”

“They told me they had dressed deer. I guess
dressing a cow is just like dressing out a big deer.”

“Yep, the big problem is going to be hangin’
her up. The mast is plenty strong enough,” the captain mused.
“Yeah, they’ll get ‘er done.

“One good thing about the overcast and cold
rain, the meat’ll keep better. In the hot sun all day we might not
have made it to Louisville before it went bad.”

“Try not to move that leg, Cap’n.”

“Like I said,” the captain reminded, “they
gotta get used to the idea of you bein’ in charge. And you gotta
get some sleep, too. So you go out on deck and show yourself for a
while then come back in here and hit your bunk for a few
hours.”

Moments later, the cook arrived with a
steaming pot of coffee, corn meal mush and a tin of crisp bacon.
James started to tell the captain of his experience trying to
decide what they should have for breakfast and then let it
drop.

When he finished his meal, James went on deck
to check the progress of dressing the cow. Just as he stepped from
the cabin, one of the crewmen began taking in the slack on the
block and tackle. They had the cow’s hind legs hooked securely to a
singletree, a chain pinned to the clevis, and tied off to a lead
rope from the block and tackle.

Within a minute, the cow hung head down from
the mast. The crew finished the work of dressing the beef in a
surprisingly short time. They left it hang on the mast exposed to
the cool rain that swept the deck from time to time. The proficient
crew needed no help from him in handling the carcass.

Realizing that the horses had little time to
graze the night before, James stopped at the manger and opened the
cover to allow them to eat hay. He returned to the cabin, and
within a few minutes was sound asleep.

Shortly after noon, a whistle brought James
out of his sleep and put his feet on the deck. The steamboat
passing them when he came out of the cabin was even bigger than the
one they had seen the day before. It had two decks, each loaded
with dozens of passengers standing at the rails watching, the
little flat go by. The ship bustled with activity and the sound of
its engines rumbled across the water.

The crew maneuvered the flatboat away from
the steamer, and even though they no longer had their drag-anchor,
they avoided any serious tossing.

The captain’s wound did not break open again
and by mid-afternoon the rain had stopped, so the skipper insisted
on going on deck. James carefully redressed his wound, replaced the
strap and then wound linen strips around it to hold it in place. He
then got two of the crewmen to help the captain out of the
cabin.

While the man was on deck, the slaves remove
the blood and whiskey soaked bedding. They washed the floor and
replaced the straw and ticking and then got a clean blanket from
the captain’s locker. When the crewman finished, James prepared new
strips of linen, and laid them out for future bandage changes.

The captain stayed on deck until the mist
started again and then the crew brought him back inside.

“Well, lad,” the captain said when they were
alone. “Like as not I’ll be fevered in the morning, so we better
talk about what you gotta do.”

“I’m sure glad you’re up to tellin’ me,
Cap’n,” James said. “I don’t want to wreck the boat or
somethin’.”

“The crew knows what to do. I keep sayin’
that, but it’s a fact. They do. Like most crews, they’ll bollix
things up somethin’ awful if you give ‘em too many orders.”

James remembered his conversation with the
cook about breakfast.

“Don’t try to tell ‘em every little thing.
Just like dressing out that beef—I’ll bet you thought you’d have to
be out there tellin’ how to do every little step.”

“I really did think that I’d have to tell ‘em
how to do it,” James nodded as he spoke, “but I didn’t know how.
Really, I didn’t say much to ‘em at all. I just told ‘em that it
had to be done and the next thing you know it was done.”

“That’s the best way to run a boat, even if
you got a green crew. Most times they can figure out a way to get
done whatever they need to.”

“I’ll try to remember that, Cap’n,” James
responded.

“It’s still overcast, so you won’t have any
moon tonight. I don’t think there’s any chance of a blow comin’ up,
but you better not let her drift after dark, anyway. I wouldn’t go
any longer than sundown. We don’t know just where we are and you
might drift past the entrance to the canal. Do that, and you’re in
big trouble.”

“We gotta go through a canal, Cap’n? You
never said anything about a canal. Where’s that?”

“That’s down at Louisville. They cut a new
canal around the Ohio Falls a few years ago. It costs a flatboat
half a dollar to go through, but it’s well worth it. There’s a
moneybox right here under my bunk. If my head ain’t workin’ right
tomorrow, you just get what you gotta have outta there and you keep
on going.”

“How about the cow, sir?” James queried. “You
said we could sell her for meat at Louisville. Where do I do
that?”

“You’ll see the market boat just before you
get to the canal. It’s an old flat that’s been tied up there and
serves like a general store. You can pull a flat up and tie right
to ‘er and do your tradin’. Now, I ain’t never had reason to pull
into the one at Louisville, but they’re all the same. You’ll be
able to sell the cow’s meat there, or at least trade it for
something we can use. Try to get in there as early as you can in
the mornin’. While the meat’s still pretty fresh.”

Outside they heard the sound of another
steamboat whistle.

“That’s two of ‘em the same day,” James
remarked.

“Yeah, they’re gettin’ thick as fleas on the
river anymore. First thing you know there won’t be room for the
flats at all. Down ‘tween Natchez an’ N’Orleans you can’t hardly
get outta sight of ‘em. There’s one comin’ or goin’ all the
time.”

“Guess we’ll get to see that soon enough,”
James said.

“It won’t be long. ‘Bout two weeks we’ll be
tyin’ up to Natchez Landing,” the captain said. “That’s where we
get rid of half our cargo.”

“Cap’n!” A crewman appeared at the cabin
door. “Cap’n, suh, we’s comin’ up on Lou’ville.”

“Well, sweep ‘er across to the Kentucky
side,” the captain said. Then to James, “We’re movin’ along
better’n I thought.

“Now, remember what I told you, boy,” the
captain continued, “they gotta get used to you bein’ the one to
tell ‘em what to do. They know how to do it. You just let ‘em see
you standin’ up there on the deck when they bring ‘er in.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“One more thing lad. Without a drag anchor,
you can’t slow ‘er down when you come up to the landin’. You’ll
have to use the stay anchor, and be ready to stop ‘er when you cast
it over. Best thing is to drop it about fifty feet early. Then you
can pay out rope to bring ‘er up to the dock.”

The crew slowed using the oars until in
position to cast over the anchor. James had it lowered early as the
captain suggested. He made a half hitch around a belaying pin and
slipped the rope as the boat slowed, until it came to a stop
alongside the converted flatboat store.

“Hello, on shore,” he shouted.

 


 



 


Chapter 14




First Mate Abner Cook

 


FROM INSIDE a large cabin-like structure, a
man made his appearance.

“Hello, yourself,” he said, looking over the
newly arrived craft. “Who are you, young feller?”

A sign over the store front reading, Dan
Tackett’s Store, identified the merchant.

“I’m James Thomas, sir. I’m just helpin’ out
our captain. He’s been hurt and can’t get outta the cabin right
now. Injun trouble.”

“I heard the Indiana militia is out chasin’
some. A little band of maybe twenty-five or thirty been causin’
trouble over on their side of the river.”

“I reckon they’re the ones,” James said.

“You mind if I come on board, son? Like to
see if I can give you a hand with that cap’n of yours.”

“Come right on, sir,” James responded
eagerly. “I can use any help I can get.”

In the cabin, Dan Tackett stared for a few
seconds in disbelief. “Well, I’ll be, if it ain’t Buck Whitaker,
you ol’ hoss. I ain’t seen you since we had that run-in with the
Siwash over on the Missouri.”

“Danny Tackett! I’ll be shorn! Back in
’15,’16, somethin’ like that, warn’t it?”

“T’was 1815, Buck. I recall, ‘cause it was
the very next year that I come over here and started runnin’ flats
on the river.”

“You an’ me both know there ain’t but two
ways to get outta Injun country for a trapper. Either ya walk out
when you’re still young, or ya leave your hair hanging in some
Injun’s teepee.

“Anybody gets old as us has walked out for
sure. So, how come you still gittin’ arrows stuck in you?” The
merchant delivered a boistrous laugh, soon joined by the captain
and James.

Tackett examined the wound at some
length.

“Mighty fine job patchin’ that hole,” the
merchant said, “for a pup.”

“This here young ‘un is on his way down to
Texas to join up with Jim Bowie,” the captain said.

Tackett looked the lad over more closely,
“Son, you best have some grit about ya. I met up with Bowie once.
Down Natchez way, seen him stick that ol’ knife o’ his into a
gambler what was cheatin’ us.”

“Right now he’s lookin’ for some help runnin’
the Mexicans outta Texas,” James said, “and I’m gonna go down and
see what I can do.”

“The boy’s got grit, all right,” the captain
said. “Thinks on his feet, too.”

“Them Mex ain’t got a chance, then, do they?”
Dan laughed. “But I reckon that beef hangin’ on deck musta been why
you pushed up to my dock. How long’s it been dressed out?”

“Just done it this morning. It took an arrow
in that scrape with the redskins last night.”

“Oughta be fresh enough then. You want cash
money or you wanna trade?”

“Don’t make no difference to me, Tack.” the
captain said. “I was s’posed to deliver her to the landing at
Paducah. Since I can’t do that, I guess the best thing would be a
live cow, if I can get one. Next to that, I reckon I oughta have
cash, or somethin’ worth cash, to pay off what I got in ‘er.”

“I’ll take a look at ‘er and see.” Tackett
left the cabin with James in tow. After a few minutes of
inspection, they returned. Tackett made a cash offer for the beef
and the captain accepted. He swung a boom out over the boat, added
balance stones and swung the beef onto the dock. Lowering the cow
into a wagon, he gave instructions to the driver and then watched
as it disappeared down a street into Louisville.

“Well, Buck,” Tackett said, as they settled
back in the cabin, “You ain’t got no daylight left. Why not just
leave ‘er tied up here ‘til mornin’? Y’all can get on through the
canal at first light and be on your way.”

“Suits me. That’d give us time to jaw a
while,” the captain said. “Lad, get another cup o’ barley-corn for
Tack and one for yourself. We’ll get him to spin us a yarn.”

 


When Tackett’s rooster crowed the next
morning, James awoke to find a damp chill on the river. The change
of weather had brought an end to the scorching heat. Though it was
cool, the rain had stopped and it looked like there might be sun to
dry things before the day was over.

The captain’s parched lips and fevered brow
alarmed James. Looking around, he saw the cook moving about near
the food locker.

“The captain’s feelin’ a mite poorly this
morning,” he said. “He’s got fever settin’ in. I don’t know much
about takin’ care of someone who’s sick as he is. Do you know what
to do?”

“There ain’t nothin’ much we can do, suh,”
the cook replied, “‘cept put a li’l water on his lips ever’ now and
again an’ put a wet rag on ‘is head.”

“Is there nothing we can give him?” James
asked.

“No suh, nothin’ that I knows of. ‘Sides, he
ain’t gon’ be able to eat nothin’ fo’ two, three days. We wants to
give ‘im as much water as he gonna drink, that’s all. He jis’ gotta
git over it hisself, suh.”

James took the cook’s advice. When he
returned to the cabin, he tried to get the captain to swallow water
but could not, so he placed a fold of wet linen on the skipper’s
head and then turned his attention to the wound.

During the night, pus had formed under the
bandage. It began to take on a foul smell. Concerned that he might
cause a delay in getting under way, James decided to wait for the
boat to drift away from the dock before changing the bandage.

He saw Tackett in front of his store, getting
ready for the day’s business.

“Yo, Mr. Tackett!” he shouted.

The man walked over to the rail between the
two flats. “You can call me Tack.”

“The captain’s mighty poorly this morning,
but he gave me orders to keep on going while he’s down and
out.”

“Reckon that’s what you oughta do, then. But
you wanna be sure you got somethin’ to help ‘im get his strength
back once he starts to come ‘round.”

“What should I have, Tack?”

“Well, mos’ likely ol’ Buck ain’t gonna eat
nothin’ for a couple days, but you better get you some broth to
keep handy for when he does.

“Best thing thar is is b’ar broth. Take the
underbelly of a nice fat b’ar, boil it down good and get all that
good fat floatin’ ‘round on top. That’ll bring a feller ‘round in
no time, but ain’t nobody hunts b’ar no more.”

“So what should we use?”

“Next best thing is chicken broth and I got
plenty of chickens. Even got one already kil’t an’ ready to cook
up. Ain’t time for that, though. He ain’t gonna want nothin’ much
today.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to have it ready, though,”
James said. “How much do you want for one of those chickens?”

“Tell ya what, son,” Tack replied, “I’ll give
you two chickens for one of them corn knives I seen on board. You
can cook one of ‘em up today an’ have it ready when you need it.
Then you can keep the other one alive an’ boil it up when the first
one is gone.”

“I’ll sure make that swap.” James said. “I’d
better ask the cook if there’s anything else he needs.”

“One other thing, lad. You best keep the
river water of’n that wound as best ya can.” Tackett cautioned.
“If’n ya don’t wanna use the whiskey, or you run out or somethin’,
why don’t you have the cook boil the water ‘fore ya use it to wash
the wound. Elsewise, ya could fester up that hole in his leg
somethin’ awful.”

Tack thought for a minute. “Be sure an’ tell
the cook to put plenty of salt in with that chicken. Buck’s gonna
need salt when he starts comin’ ‘round.

“Oh, an’ why don’t you take a sack of cracked
corn to feed that other chicken. He ain’t gonna do no good trying
to eat whole kernels without sand for his crop. You can have the
cook make corn-tack outta whatever’s left.”

“We’ll do that. What do I owe ya for the sack
of cracked corn? ‘Nother one of those corn knives do it?”

“That’ll be fine.” Tack said. “I’ll throw in
a sack o’ onions too. That’ll be good for ‘im. You can put ‘em in
with the chicken when you’re ready to cook ‘im up.”

They negotiated a further swap of corn knives
for a fill of hay for the horse’s manger and for replacements for
the grapnels and the anchors lost during the scrape with the
Indians.

“You got anything to cook the chickens in?”
James asked the cook.

“Yes, suh, I got a stew pot that’ll do jis’
fine. We gonna need mo’ firewood fo’ the cook stove though.”

“‘Fraid I ain’t got no wood to sell,” Tackett
said.

“How much do we have left on board?” James
asked.

“They’s enough for two, three days, but I
just wanna make sure we don’t run out. Wanna make sure we got ‘nuff
so’s we can take good care o’ de cap’n.”

“We’ll be all right. We’ll pick up some at
Paducah,” James assured him.

Once away from the dock, James approached one
of the crewmen.

“Have you ever maneuvered the boat through
the canal?” he asked.

“Yes, suh,” he responded. “We been down the
river two times before wit de cap’n.”

“Do you think you and the crew can handle it
all by yourselves?” James asked.

“Yes, suh. We do dat las’ time.”

“Then, you go ahead and get us through. I’m
going to go in an’ take care of the captain.”

James was curious about the canal, and wanted
to watch the whole process, but he was more concerned with the
captain’s condition. Convinced the crew knew what they were doing,
he returned to the forward cabin. The old officer moaned slightly
as James entered. He dipped a piece of linen in water and replaced
the rag he had earlier used to cool the captain’s head.

He tried to lift the old bandage and found
that it was stuck to the wound. After several more unsuccessful
tries to pull the bandage away from the captain’s leg, he soaked it
in whiskey again. The moisture loosened it and he lifted it without
causing the wound to bleed. Once exposed, the injury didn’t look as
bad as James had expected. The cut held together well, but it was
oozing a pink-yellowish fluid. James washed the pus away with more
whiskey. Uncertain about using so much of the strong liquor and
mindful of what Tack told him about river water, he told the cook
to keep boiled water handy ‘til the fever went out of the leg. He
tried again to get water between the captain’s lips, but had little
success.

A few minutes later, while still working on
the captain’s bandage, James heard strange voices outside. He
stepped onto the deck to find the boat had entered the canal, but
was now stationary. The cook engaged in conversation with a man,
who, by his uniform, appeared to be a militia officer.

The officer turned his attention away from
the cook and addressed James.

“Good day, sir,” the man said crisply.
“Welcome to the locks of the Louisville & Portland Canal
Company. I was beginning to think that there was no one on
board.”

“Good morning, sir,” James responded. “I hope
you will excuse me, but I have an injured man here that I’m working
with, and can’t stay on deck.”

“I’m afraid I must speak directly with either
the captain of the vessel or the first mate, sir.” The uniform took
on a self-important stance.

“Sorry, but I’ve a man here that needs my
attention.” James turned to re-enter the cabin.

“Sir!” the uniform shouted, then raised his
nose a few inches and said, “I can not allow this vessel to proceed
until I have spoken with either the captain or the first mate.”

James felt his face begin to color slightly,
but fought it down. He turned to face the man on the lock wall.

“My name is James Thomas,” he said and looked
the uniform directly in the eye. “I am acting captain of this boat
and this black gentleman is my first mate. You will please deal
with him.”

“Ha! This darky is the first mate, is he? And
just what is this black gentleman’s name? For my records, of
course.” A broad smirk spread across the uniform’s face.

James hesitated only a second.

“This gentleman’s name is Mr. Cook. You will
please address him as such in the future.”

Not wanting further confrontation with Mr.
Uniform, James turned on his heel and went back into the cabin.
Behind him on the shore, he heard a continuing grumble and
expostulation. It died away after a moment and the sounds of
conversation resumed. He pulled the moneybox from under the
captain’s bunk and removed the needed coins for the passage before
resuming the work on the bandage.

Moments later the cook appeared at the cabin
door. “Suh, the gentleman says that we have to pay him a
half-dolla’ fo’ passage.”

“Yes, that’s the usual fee. Here’s the money.
And Abner, tell the gentleman that you require a receipt. For your
records, of course.”

“Yes, suh, I tells ‘im dat you needs a
receipt.”

“No, no. You tell him that you need a
receipt. He is dealing with you.”

Mr. Cook grinned. “Yes, suh. Ah requi’s a
receipt. Fo’ my records.”

“That’s the idea. Now get us on through this
canal.”

An hour later they emerged from the
downstream end of the canal. James was amazed to see six steamboats
anchored near the entrance, each waiting their turn for passage
through the canal. The crew quickly swept the flatboat into the
center of the river and continued their long float downstream.

Abner appeared in the cabin with James’
breakfast of coffee, corn meal mush and bacon. He brought another
tin filled with mush for the captain, but both knew the man would
not eat.

“I wants to thank you fo’ helpin’ me out wid
dat gentleman back dere on de canal, suh,” he said as he handed
over the breakfast.

“No thanks needed. You were doing your job
and you did it well,” James responded. “By the way. What is
your name, anyway?”

“My name is Abner, suh.” the cook said,
“Ain’t got no las’ name.”

“Well, you do now,” James said, with a big
smile. “Your name is Mr. Cook.”

“Mista’ Abner Cook,” the man reflected. “Yes,
suh, I likes dat. Dat’s a nice name. Mr. Abner Cook.”

“And as to the actual cooking, is there
anyone else among the crew that we can count on to do the
cooking?”

“Oh, yes, suh. Amos, he’s dat tall fella what
was helpin’ me dis mo’nin’. He can cook almos’ good as me.”

“I’m going to depend a lot on you, Abner,
while the captain is sick. You should let Amos do the cooking. We
need someone in charge on deck and I’m going to be in here with the
captain. You do that, and have Amos take over the cooking. You make
sure every thing is all right, but stay out on deck most of the
time.”

“Yes, suh. Ah do dat an’ Ah make sho’ you
ain’t never sorry that you count on me, suh.

The day went smoothly. The light rain came
occasionally, and the captain’s condition did not change. Late in
the afternoon he woke for a few minutes, and James got him to drink
a cup of chicken broth. The smell of the onions in the soup brought
everyone’s hunger to a peak, but none asked to eat the chicken or
drink the captain’s broth.

“Suh?” Abner said. “Amos want to know if it
be all right for him to cook up some fish for supper tonight.”

Amos heard his name mentioned and strode
across the deck to join in the conversation. “We could catch ‘em
out’n da river in no time, suh,” he said.

James knew that what they really wanted to do
was eat that delightful smelling chicken. He reflected for a few
minutes.

“You know, Amos,” James said thoughtfully.
“Maybe we ought to wait ‘til tomorrow to catch fish. We’ve got that
chicken to eat tonight. We gotta save the broth for the captain,
but he’s not going to be able to eat the chicken, and those onions
smell so good we don’t want to see it go to waste.”

“Oh, yes, suh. We gon’ be plenty happy to do
dat. We wait ‘til tomorra’ to catch da fish.” Amos started back to
the aft cabin.

“Just a minute, Amos,” James said. “Maybe you
oughta lay that chicken out on the cuttin’ plank and strip the meat
off the bones. Then you can put the bones back in the pot to cook
with the broth for the captain. That way you’ll be able to divide
the meat better and everyone will be sure and get a fair share.
There’s a lot of good in those bones, too, that the captain needs
to get his strength back.”

“Yes, suh, Ah do dat.” With that, Amos left
the area to share the good news.

With an hour remaining before dark, James had
not found a place to let the stock off to graze, so he opened the
manger and gave each horse two ears of corn from those remaining in
his saddlebags. That settled he called Abner for a conference.

“Abner, what does the captain usually do at
night? Does he tie up somewhere, or does he usually keep
goin’?”

“No, suh, Ah thinks we was jis’ plain lucky
the udder night. Mo’ dan likely we would run up on a sandbar or
drift into de bank if we try dat ag’in. De cap’n never goes on
after dark ‘less’n we got a good moon on.”

“I thought that would be the answer. We need
to find a place to anchor. You go up on the forward poling deck and
keep your eye peeled for a good spot.”

While Abner went forward, James returned to
the cabin. The captain’s fever was no better, but he was awake.
This time the captain drank a cup of broth and asked for more.
Within minutes, the man was asleep again. James wet a linen strip
and placed it on his forehead then went on deck.

Abner stood looking intently down stream.

“I don’t see anyplace like the captain mos’
usually picks, suh,” Abner said, on seeing James come up. “It’s
gonna be dead black tonight though, so we gotta tie up someplace.
There…see dat place on the Kentucky side where the bank is washed
out? Maybe there…if it ain’t too deep.”

“Well, let’s get over there and try it,”
James said. “Doesn’t look like anybody could get to us from the
shore.”

In a few minutes, the crew swept the boat
across the river and drifted into a pool below the high bank. James
had the drag anchor lowered and found the bottom at fifteen feet.
He was encouraged when the drag brought the boat to a halt.
Throwing out the stay anchor and two grapnels on each side held it
steady.

Immediately after securing the boat, James
loaded the three rifles and the pistol and placed them within easy
reach. Making lanterns ready in both cabins and midship, he
installed fresh candles and test lighted them and then brought half
a dozen corn knives and hand axes into the cabin.

 


 



 


Chapter 15




James Takes Charge

 


AS IT HAPPENED, all those precautions were
unnecessary and the night passed without incident. They raised
anchors just as the sun rose next morning.

Amos turned out to be a good cook. He made
flapjacks his first morning on the job. Topped with bacon grease
and molasses, they made a big hit with the crew. After breakfast,
James saw Amos grinding some of the cracked corn into cornmeal to
make corn bread.

The captain moaned a few times early in the
morning but did not wake. Around noon, he sat up, disoriented and
confused. James brought him broth which he drank, but he fell back
to sleep after a few bites of his pancake.

“Suh?” Amos stuck his head in the cabin
door.

“Yes, Amos. What is it?” James looked up at
the new cook.

“My ol’ pappy used to say that thar ain’t
nothin’ like hot flax seeds to draw da poison out o’ a boil or a
carbuncle. Maybe dat’d work fo’ da cap’n.”

“Flax seeds?”

“Yes, suh, das what he alus used.”

“Do we have any flax seeds on board?”

“Oh, yes, suh. We got thirty bag ob ‘em in da
hold.”

“Well, bring a bag here. That’s the first
idea anyone’s had, Amos. If we can get him to eat ‘em, we’ll try
it.”

“Oh, no suh. He don’t eat ‘em. We grinds ‘em
up, an’ makes a poultice.”

“Ah! All right, let’s try it.”

Amos appeared a few minutes later with the
flax seeds and repeated the grinding process. When they were
reduced to an oily powder, he turned to James.

“Ah still gots a lil’ bit o’ da flapjack
batter, suh. Ah could just mix dis wit dat an’ make a nice hot
flapjack to put on his leg.”

“Yeah, that’s good, Amos. The pancake will
hold the flax seeds together and maybe the heat will help, too.
While you cook it up I’ll get his bandage off and we’ll see what
happens.”

The captain let out a comforted sigh when
James applied the pancake to his leg. Within two hours, they threw
a mass of pus, blood and flapjack overboard; the leg seemed
slightly less swollen.

During the next two days, the captain cried
out in his sleep or tossed from time to time. The broth and food
were always at hand, but the man didn’t awaken. James cleaned the
wound and applied the flax seed poultice each morning.

On the third day, while James changed the
bandage, the captain awoke with a voracious thirst. He joined the
crew in the regular breakfast of corn meal mush and bacon and
seemed well on his way to recovery.

As soon as it was clear that the captain had
recovered enough to hold a conversation, James told him all that
had happened while he was out of action. When he finished the
captain burst out laughing.

“Lad, I gotta hand it to ya,” the captain
said. “That yahoo back at the canal has had a comeuppance due him
for a while. He wasn’t nothin’ but a pig slopper ‘til they built
the canal. For some reason ol’ Nicholas Berthoud hired him and now
he thinks that makes him a general or somethin’. So, you made Abner
first mate right there under his high lifted nose, did ya? Well,
good for you.”

“Abner’s been a marvelous help to me,
Captain,” James said. “You know, I didn’t even know how to pick a
place to tie up for the night, or how to tell from the ripples on
the surface where there were rocks under the water. Abner pretty
much took over and kept us out of trouble that first day when I was
taking care of you.”

“I’m glad you done it, son,” the captain
reassured him. “When I was your age, I wouldn’t have been hairy
‘nough to do it. Promoted a slave right up to the command deck. Ha,
ha, ha—”

“Well, I’m sure Abner understands that I
didn’t really have the authority to promote him. He’ll be happy to
go back to being the cook.”

“But you’re wrong, lad. You did and do have
the authority. I was disabled, and I put you in charge. At that
moment you was just what you said. You was acting captain and had
ever’ right to say who was your first mate and when you told that
ol’ fool back there at the canal that Abner was first mate, that
made it official. No doubt he recorded it in his log book. Until
you or me, one, takes it away from him, which I ain’t gonna do, he
stays first mate.”

“You mean that what I did has some legal
meaning?”

“It sure does. If anything ever comes up in a
court someplace as to whether Abner has the right to speak for this
vessel, he does.” The captain thought awhile. “Mor’n that, even if
I was to take his title away from him, there ain’t nothin’ I can do
to take away the fact that he was first mate. So ya see, you
not only gave Abner a last name, you gave him a career. When he
gets free and goes lookin’ for a job, he can go anywhere and tell
‘em that he was first mate on a river boat.”

“I’m sorry, Captain,” James apologized. “I
had no idea what I did was so important.”

“Don’t you worry none ‘bout it. I ain’t a bit
sorry you done it,” the captain said. “You see, if I’d a died, he’d
a been free a’ready. I a’ready made out his papers. They’re there
in the money box, settin’ him free when I die. If I’d a thought
about it, I’d have made him first mate myself.

“How’s Amos doing with the cookin’?”

 


Later that morning, they landed at Paducah.
The captain made an appearance on deck to face the merchant who
ordered the cow and let him know that he could not deliver. He
conducted his other business and except for stiffness of his leg
and gaunt appearance, none would know that he had been ill. Abner
arranged with a freedman at Paducah to swap another of the corn
knives for needed firewood. Within two hours, the craft was once
again drifting down the Ohio.

The sun peeked from behind the overcast sky
from time to time and by mid afternoon, the sky cleared. The usual
summer heat returned but, even so, it brightened their spirits. The
captain still did not resume command, but spent most of the day in
his cabin.

“Abner,” James said, before they had gone
far. “Keep your eye out for a meadow where we can let the horses
off to graze. They haven’t had anything but hay for almost a week
and they need to move around.”

“Yes, suh,” Abner responded. “The bank is
muddy ‘round here, but they might be a spot along one of these
cricks someplace.”

After a time, Abner came up to the captain
and told him he had spotted a grassy field on the Kentucky
side.

“Check with Mr. Thomas, Abner,” the captain
said. “Ya know he’s acting captain ‘til I get my leg back.”

“Yes, suh,” Abner said, and turned to James
who sat next to the captain. “Mr. Thomas, suh, should I take ‘er in
and let the horses graze?”

“Yes, take ‘em ashore as soon as you find a
good landing, mate. Try to pick a spot where we can tie up for the
night.”

When Abner had gone, James turned to the
captain. “I don’t understand, Captain,” he said. “Why didn’t you
just go ahead and tell him to land?”

“There can only be one captain on a boat. A
crew has got to know exactly what the chain of command is, and as
long as I’m not up to doin’ everything, they’ve got to look to
you.”

“It doesn’t seem to me that it makes much
difference on a boat like this,” James said.

“It most likely don’t. But the crew are
river-men and they might go to work on another boat someday,
especially Abner. And they gotta know how to follow orders the
right way. Same way you oughta tell Abner when you want somethin’
done. Then he can pick the crewman to do it.”

“I sure got a lot to learn, Captain.” James
shook his head.

“You most likely ain’t gonna stay on the
river, anyhow,” the captain pointed out. “But for the rest of ‘em,
it’s their life. So we gotta try to make it easy for ‘em.”

James watched the first mate at work and
gradually understood what the captain meant by ‘make it easy for
‘em.’ Any work is easier if it’s clear what must be done. In the
same way, work is always harder if there is confusion or one does
not know where to get instructions.

“Swing ‘er to sta’board a little,” Abner
called out to the steersmen. “They’s a snag dere to port.” The crew
responded instantly and the boat moved sideways to avoid the barely
visible telltale ripples on the surface.

James listened as Abner directed the sweeps
to bring the boat to shore. Within a few minutes, he cast over the
anchors, set the grapnels and removed a hatch cover to use as
loading plank. They brought the horses ashore and hobbled them in
the grassy meadow.

Abner suggested they set up a camp on shore
so the crew could get off and move about. James agreed; it would do
everyone good to stretch their legs.

James discussed the matter with the captain,
while Abner directed the crew to bring the bean pot ashore and get
a fire going under it. On top of the bank, about ten feet above the
level of the water, the crew built their fire ring. From there they
had a clear view of the meadow, the approaches to the boat and all
paths into their campsite. The captain gave James permission to
break out the cider keg again.

As a precaution, they loaded the rifles and
pistol, and brought them ashore where they would be available if
needed. James checked the perimeter and the hills for Indian or
pirate signs and then settled down for an evening’s rest. Amos
served out cider and corn tack while the beans cooked. All sat back
to luxuriate in the shade of a huge cottonwood tree.

After an hour or so, the captain called James
to his side. “Son,” he said, “I’m thinking that maybe you better do
something with them horses.”

“What do you mean, Captain?”

“Well you know they ain’t had nothin’ to eat
but hay, and not much of that. The way they’re goin’ after that
grass, they’re gonna founder themselves.”

James looked out across the meadow and noted
that the captain was right. Both horses were stuffing down the
grass as fast as they could bite it off.

“You’re right, Captain. I better get ‘em on
the move. I’ll just catch ‘em up and ride ‘em around for a little
while.”

“Be careful with ‘em lad, don’t run ‘em,” the
captain advised. “Most generally there ain’t nothin’ better for a
foundered horse than to run ‘em. But these two ain’t had no one on
their back or even to run free for quite a spell, so take it easy
on ‘em.”

“I’ll do that, Captain. I think I’ll get
Abner to ride one and I’ll take the other.” James turned toward the
rest of the group and called Abner’s name.”

Abner moseyed over to where the other two
ship’s officers were sitting on a log. “Yes, suh?”

“Abner, can you ride a horse?” James
asked.

“Yes, suh, I has,” Abner responded. “I ain’t
never rode one wit no saddle on ‘im, but when I wuz a pup I used to
ride ‘em bareback all de time.”

“That’s good, just what I need,” James told
him. “We need to move ‘em around a little and slow ‘em down on
their eatin’. They’re going to make themselves sick if they keep
eating as fast as they are.”

“Yo’ right, suh,” Abner said, looking out
across the field at the two horses. “If they keeps at it like they
is now, they’s gon’ bust a gut.”

“If we try to pull ‘em away from that grass
with just halters, the way they’re eatin’, they’ll just put their
heads down and go right on. Get a couple of bridles out of the
hold, and get ‘em movin’ around.”

In a few minutes, Abner returned with the
bridles and the two started their walk across the field to retrieve
the horses. James gave his usual whistle, but Tess ignored him and
continued to wolf down the succulent meadow grass. He approached
the mare, and Abner went up to the other horse. They found both
animals almost oblivious to their presence and neither interrupted
its meal. With some difficulty, they got the horses to raise their
heads enough to slip the bridles on, then dropped the reins over
their necks and tied them short. Unable to get their heads back
down, the horses noticed the men standing beside them and tossed
their heads in frustration.

Removing the hobbles, James and Abner each
leaped onto the back of one of the animals and rode at a walk in a
wide circular path back to the campsite.

“Captain, sir,” James said as they rode up.
“Let me have one of those rifles to carry with us. I’m not
expecting any trouble, but you never know.”

“Good idee, son,” the captain said. “But the
pistol will be a whole lot easier to handle, ridin’ bareback like
ya are. Here, it’s charged and ready to prime. Mind you, keep the
pan charge light. And don’t expect to hit nothin’ unless it’s
mighty close. You won’t have accuracy like you got with your
rifle.”

“I probably won’t hit anything anyway.” James
smiled. “But if I set ‘er off, at least you’ll know that something
is going on.”

He hung the powder-horn around his neck, and
slipped the pistol into his belt. The two horsemen began their
circumnavigation of the meadow, staying about fifty yards from the
woods at the edges. James thought that just in case Indians were in
the trees with muskets or bows, fifty yards would be enough
distance to make them difficult targets. Every fifteen minutes or
so the riders stopped and let the horses take a few bites of
grass.

“Well, Abner, how do you like being first
mate after a few days of it?” James said after a while, trying to
find a topic to chat.

“Oh, it workin’ out jis’ fine, suh,” he
answered. “The crew likes me jis’ fine. We always git on real
good.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” James said. “The
captain tells me this could be real important for you, having the
title of first mate and all.”

“Yes, suh. The captain, he done tol’ me what
it really mean fo’ me to be first mate.” Abner nodded his head
briskly. “Yes, suh, Massa James, I wanna tells yo’ how much I
‘preciates what you done.”

“Now, no more of that ‘massa’ stuff, Abner.”
James admonished him. “Besides, we’re more like equal rank now. In
fact, when the captain gets back on his feet and takes over the
captain duties again, you’ll outrank me. ‘Cause I’ll just be a
passenger and you’ll still be first mate.”

“Lo’dy, lo’dy,” Abner exclaimed, his eyes
growing larger. “I reckon it’s right, suh, but it sho’ don’t sound
right. Well, yo’ still gonna be suh to me, suh.”

“Hmm—I’ve got to find a respectful title to
call you. Somehow, ‘Sir’ just doesn’t sound right. I’m afraid the
people on the docks would think I’m making fun or something, and I
sure don’t want that to happen. Suppose I call you Mr. Cook? That’d
be a respectful title and folks will understand it that way.”

“That’d be mighty nice, suh. You could call
me mate if’n yo’ wanted to. I’d be mighty proud o’ dat too, suh, if
yo’ was to call me dat.”

“All right, Mr. Cook, and mate, it is. I tell
you, mate, I was mighty pleased with the way you handled the boat
this afternoon. The captain was, too.”

“Thank you, suh,” the mate responded. “It all
jis’ seem to come on kin’a natural like.”

For most of the next two hours they rode the
horses, chatting aimlessly, keeping an eye open for trouble and
allowing the animals to eat only a little at a time. Eventually,
both horses got their fill and declined to eat when the riders
stopped to let them graze.

“We better take them down to the river and
let ‘em drink before we leave them,” James said, and they did
so.

Back at the campsite, James regained the
company of the captain, and Abner joined the rest of the crew. Amos
dished up the last of the ham and beans and they enjoyed their
evening meal while the sun was still an hour from setting.

When they finished and washed the tins, James
approached the captain. “Think we oughta get things back on board,
sir?”

“Yeah, ya don’t wanna get caught on shore
after dark,” the captain said. “Gimme a hand first. I wanta get
back aboard. This here leg is gettin’ stiff on me.”

James walked next to the captain offering
balance as he made his way to the forward cabin. The captain lay
back on his cot and James checked his bandage. A red streak was
forming from the wound up the leg toward his midsection. James
didn’t know what it meant, but he didn’t want to worry the captain,
so he didn’t mention it. He thought it best, though, to change the
bandage. He stepped out on the deck and called up to the first
mate.

“Mr. Cook, arrange to get things on board for
the night. I’m going to be in the cabin for a while.”

“Yes, suh.”

James removed the bandage and found the leg
more swollen than he expected. Yellow pus oozed from the cut, but
there was no bleeding. He placed a new bandage over the wound and
poured just enough whiskey on it to soak through. When finished, he
went on deck in time to see Abner and one of the other crew members
bring the horses aboard and replace the hatch cover.

Abner lifted the anchors and with a few
strokes of the sweeps, the crew pushed the boat away from the bank
about twenty feet where they secured it for the night. James
brought the rifles and the pistol into the cabin and hung them,
still loaded, on the wall. The captain was already sound
asleep.

Mindful of the potential for another midnight
raid, James continued the practice of alternating lookouts through
the night.

 


 



 


Chapter 16




Tipton’s Folly

 


WITHIN A FEW MILES of starting down the river
next morning, they saw the broad expanse of the Mississippi. On the
right, they passed the village of Cairo and the long point of land
that divides the flow of the two mighty rivers. South of the
confluence, the Mississippi is more than a mile from bank to
bank.

Both James and Abner were astounded to see
three steamboats thrashing the waters. The three, heading down
river, held their courses near midstream. The early morning sun
gleamed off the sparking new white and red paint. Far to the south,
yet another moved downstream on the Missouri side of the waterway.
All, no doubt, launched at first light, from St. Louis on their way
to New Orleans. Abner maintained the course of the little boat as
far to the center stream as he could and safely stay clear of their
wakes.

Though they had been under way for over an
hour, the captain was still sleeping when the boat entered the big
river. James laid his hand on the old officer’s brow and was
alarmed to find that his fever had returned. The red streak he
noted the night before now extended nearly to his hip. He changed
the bandage, but even with that discomfort, the captain did not
wake. James called the first mate to the cabin.

“Abner,” he said, “the captain’s had a bad
setback. His fever is worse and I don’t know what to make of this
red streak on his leg.” He pulled the blanket back.

“Oh, Lo’dy. That don’t look good, suh,” the
mate said.

“Do you know of anything we can do?” James
asked.

“No, suh, I ain’t never see’d nothin’ like
that, ‘cep’n once. One of the hands cut his leg choppin’ wood and
got one of dem red lines up his leg. The cap’n got a doctor to
bleed ‘im out and put a poultice on it, but it never done no good.
He laid ‘round for fo’ o’ five days den up and died. Never did wake
up. I’s worried ‘bout the captain, too, suh.”

James thought for a bit. “Do you suppose
there will be a doctor at one of the towns along the river?”

“Seem to me they might be one at Memphis, but
I don’t know. If they ain’t, there ain’t no chance of findin’ one
‘til we gets to Vicksburg and dats a whole bunch of days off.”

“How long before we get to Memphis, Abner?”
James queried.

“It gonna be three, fo’ days, suh. Less’n we
runs all night. Dat way we might make it in two.”

“That leg looks bad. Come afternoon, tell a
couple of the crewmen to get some sleep. Looks like it’s going to
be clear tonight and the moon’ll be up. Yep, we’ll keep going ‘less
this leg gets a lot better before dark.”

“Yes, suh. We’ll figger on runnin’ all
night.” Abner left the cabin to arrange a reduced workload so the
steersmen could be relieved later in the day.

Shortly after noon the captain woke, tired
but with his mind surprisingly clear. He motioned for James to sit
on the chair beside his cot.

“Lad, sit down here,” he rasped, taking a
drink of water from a cup James handed to him.

“Yes, sir,” James sat as requested.

“Son,” the captain went on, “this don’t look
good at all. My leg’s gone numb. I seen this kinda thing afore.
There’s a good chance I ain’t gonna make it.”

“You’re going to come out of this, sir,”
James insisted. “We’re gonna stay on the river tonight and get into
Memphis tomorrow where we can get you a doctor.”

“There ain’t no doctor at Memphis, ‘cept that
old drunk that calls himself a dentist. He ain’t gonna know how to
do anything ‘cept bleed the wound.” The captain stopped to catch
his breath. “Seems like most times that just makes it worse. Might
help this, though.”

The captain closed his eyes, and James
started to get up. But he wasn’t finished. “I musta got somethin’
in it back there on the river bank… Bleedin’ might wash the pus
out. Might wash out whatever’s in it, too, but you can do that
bleedin’ as good as any doc.”

“Don’t you think we should wait and see if it
don’t clear up on its own?” James whispered.

“Wait? Wait for what?” the captain tried to
sit up. “If we wait and that red streak reaches my heart, I’m a
goner. No, sir, we hadn’t oughta wait.”

“Well, I didn’t figure I’d be able to get
that arrow out and I did, so I reckon I can do this too.”

“You bet you can.” The skipper hesitated a
moment. “Before ya do though, I got somethin’ to tell ya.”

“What is it, Captain?”

“Just in case I don’t make it, you need to
know a couple of things. First off, I told ya I had papers in my
money box there to set Abner free in case I died.”

“Yes, sir, I remember.”

“Well, there’s more to it. Them papers also
set the others free, too. The trouble is they don’t none of ‘em
know any other way but bein’ a slave. So I give Abner the boat,
too, so they can stay together if they want to and make a living. I
got no wife or younguns. I already had a lawyer up in Pittsburgh
draw up the papers all nice and legal. Now, you done made him a
first mate, so’s he’s got some standing on the river. He can call
hisself captain an’ nobody could say otherwise.

James gave the captain more water, and mulled
over what the he had said.

“There’s another problem. Abner don’t know
how to keep records, or how to do any kind of figurin’. Them slicks
on the river would clean him out in a month.”

“I see what you mean,” James said. “Without
being able to calculate or write down what’s coming and going from
the boat, he wouldn’t have a chance.”

“What I’m askin’ you to do is, if I don’t
make it, would you stick around an’ teach him how to read and write
and how to add up how much money he’s got comin’?”

“Now, we’re not gonna have to worry about
that, Captain.” James insisted.

“I sure hope you’re right, son,” the captain
said, “but we’re talkin’ about what-if here. I’m wantin’ to make
sure that somebody’s around to help Abner git off on the right
foot.”

“Captain,” James said, “I don’t want to
promise something that I can’t do. Teachin’ somebody to read and
write and do numbers is something that’s gonna take a while, and
like I told you, I’m on my way to Texas to join up with Jim Bowie.
I gotta tell you, Captain, I’ve taken a liking to Abner. I want to
see him get off to a good start, but I don’t want to give up on
going to Texas.”

“Now it’s not like you was goin’ to be
startin’ from nothin’,” the captain said. “He can already write his
name and count money some. And I’ll tell ya what. If you do this,
I’ll put in them papers that you get the tobacco cargo. Now that’ll
pay you good for your time even if it took you a year.”

James wanted this conversation behind him.
“Well, Captain, if it comes to it, I’ll stay with him for a few
months. But I’m still goin’ to Texas.”

“That’s all I’m askin’ of ya, lad,” the
captain breathed deeply in relief. “Now, get out the money box for
me and I’ll make up the papers.”

The captain took ink and quill from the box
and added a paragraph to the document reaffirming his choice of
Abner as his heir. Then he created another paragraph giving James
the cargo of tobacco twists. He signed and dated it and handed it
back to James to store under the bunk. The captain took a long
drink of whiskey and laid back on the cot, prepared for his
operation.

James cautiously cut along the same line as
he had previously, being careful not to cut the large veins. As the
wound opened, yellow pus poured up from deep inside the injury. The
foul smelling fluid covered the captain’s skin and seeped into the
bedding. A large volume of blood, far more than from the original
injury, followed.

James poured whiskey into the wound. With
that, the captain’s body stiffened, and he bit down on the rope.
The lad squeezed the sides of the wound together then covered it.
After saturating the dressing with whiskey, he wrapped the leather
strap in place and said a few encouraging words, but the
unconscious captain did not hear.

James cleaned up the blood and pus, and threw
the old bandages overboard. Then he called Abner and asked to have
someone get fresh straw and ticking from the cargo. Two crewmen
came in, transferred the captain to James’ bunk and finished the
cleanup. This done and the captain back on his own cot, James went
on deck.

“The captain is mighty bad this time, mate,”
James said. “He says he doesn’t think we’ll find a doctor at
Memphis. He asked me to open the wound and clean it. I did, but
that red streak is still there. I sure wish there was some way to
get help, but I guess there’s no chance of that—all we can do is
just keep an eye on him.”

“Yes, suh,” Abner responded. “One o’ us will
have to sit up wif him all de time.”

“The trouble is that we won’t know anything
more to do for him if he does take a turn for the worse.”

“No, suh, but we can give him water when he
wan’s it, an’ we can keep a wet rag on ‘is haid.”

James and Abner kept their vigil throughout
the rest of that day, but saw nothing encouraging in the captain’s
response. By late afternoon, he was convinced the captain’s fears
were well founded. By evening his concerns reached a new high.
Swelling in the captain’s leg had subsided, but the fever and the
red streak was worse.

The little boat continued drifting its
winding path southward. The four steamers they had seen that early
morning had long since passed downstream and out of sight around
the many twists of the river. Determined to keep clear of the banks
and travel all night, Abner directed the crew to take the boat to
the middle of the river. He had no fear of encountering a steamer
at night, but as long as they had daylight, they kept a close
watch.

Just before dark, James saw a steamboat far
ahead at anchor on the Missouri side of the river. Suddenly he
called out for Abner.

“Mate,” he shouted, “bring the boat around.
Sweep ‘er across to that landing. There may be a doctor on that
steamer. Bring ‘er across and tie up next to it.”

“Yes, suh,” the first mate replied. “We git
‘er over there befo’ dark if we can. But it be a long way ‘cross
that river.”

The crew threw their strength into the heavy
sweeps and gradually moved the flat boat toward the steamer. But
the exhausted rowers were no match for the current, and it was soon
clear the flat would drift past. Abner lowered the drag anchor to
hold them back from their downstream motion, but the bottom was at
fifty feet here, too deep for the anchor to have the effect they
needed.

“Throw out the stay anchor, too,” James
shouted. “We’ll hold ‘er here all night, if we can.” The heavy iron
anchor bit into the river bottom and stopped their forward
motion.

“We need help, Abner,” James said, as they
stood looking across the water. “Even if they don’t have a doctor
on board, they may have medicine, or there may be someone on board
who can help.”

“Yes, suh, dis here’s da right thing to
do.”

In the last of the evening’s light, James saw
people lining the rails of the streamer to watch. The crew tied off
the sweeps amidship and laid back where they were, gasping for
breath. Amos brought supper to them where they sat.

Across the water, lanterns moved up and down
from deck to deck on the steamer. After a time, James lit a lantern
and hung it on the mast.

“Might as well let ‘em know that we’re still
here.” James checked on the captain but could see no difference. In
the weak candle light, he could not tell if the red streak had
receded. He could tell that the fever was as strong as ever. He
heard a thump on the side of the boat.

“Ahoy, the flatboat,” came a shout from
alongside.

James came out on the deck to see a large
rowboat. A man stood in the prow holding a lantern. Abner lowered
the rail so the stranger could come aboard. Following the courtesy
of the sea, the man would not come aboard until invited.

“Please come aboard, suh,” Abner invited.

“My name is Robert Stovall, first mate of the
steamboat, Tipton’s Folly, out of Natchez,” the man said, stepping
up onto the flatboat’s deck. “Do you require assistance?”

“My name is James Thomas, sir. I’m acting
captain of the boat,” James responded. “This is Abner Cook, the
first mate. And, yes, sir, we do need help. Our captain has been
hurt in an Indian attack. Took an arrow in the leg and has a
terrible fever. Do you have a doctor on board?”

Stovall stared at Abner for a moment and then
returned his focus to James. “Yes, sir, we do,” the man answered.
“Dr. Graybell of New Orleans is aboard. Let me see your captain, if
you don’t mind. I’m not a doctor, but maybe I can help.”

While Abner welcomed the rest of the rowboat
crew aboard, James took the visitor to the captain’s cabin. Holding
both lanterns aloft, they saw that the wound was still inflamed and
the red streak had not retreated.

“How long has he been like this?” the sailor
asked.

“It’s been a week since the scrape with the
Indians. We thought he was comin’ around good until this morning.
Then he seemed to go downhill real fast.”

“I think this man needs more attention than
you can give him here. With your permission, sir, we’ll take him
back to the steamer and ask Doc Graybell to tend to him.”

“That’d be mighty good of you, sir,” James
said. “We’d much appreciate it if you would.”

“Of course, we can’t take any of your Negros
aboard, Mr. Thomas,” Stovall said. “But you can come aboard with
us, if you would like.”

“I’d like to go along and meet the doctor and
see what can be done, but I’d rather spend the night on the flat.
Can your crew bring me back after we get the captain taken care
of?”

“We’ll be glad to do that, sir,” Stovall
said. He turned to two members of his own crew. “Get this man into
the rowboat. We’re taking him back to the steamer.” He stepped
aside so they could get into the cabin to extract the captain.

 


On board the steamer, the doctor removed the
bandage and examined the injury. “You did this surgery, did you?”
he said to James.

“Yes, sir. The captain told me what to do and
I did the best I could.”

“Well, son, this is as good a job as I could
have done myself with nothing but a hunting knife and a bottle of
whiskey.” The doctor shook his head in wonder.

“Is he gonna be all right?” James asked.

“Don’t know. All we can do is wait and see. I
think he’ll have a better chance in here away from the night fogs,
but that streak on his leg doesn’t look good.”

The doctor re-bandaged the wound much the
same as James had done, except that he used clean boiled cotton and
clear one hundred ninety proof alcohol. He had a tea brewed from
special herbs and sweetened with cane sugar. James had never heard
the name he called it. The captain choked and sputtered, and awoke
when the doctor poured the concoction between his lips.

“What?” he muttered.

“We’re on a steamboat, cap’n,” James told
him. “This is Doctor Greybell. He’s gonna patch you up.”

“Gimme another cup of that.”

“Relax, Mr. Whitaker,” the doctor soothed.
“Just lay back there and try not to strain yourself. We’ll take
good care of you. That’s right, isn’t it? The lad here tells me
your name’s Buck Whitaker.” The doctor held the cup to the
captain’s lips.

“Yeah, that’s it,” the captain said when he’d
finished the tea. “That red streak on my leg? Is it still
there?”

“It’s still there, but from what this young
man tells me, I think it’s some better than it was. We’ll just have
to wait ‘til morning and see how it’s coming along.”

Buck did relax and laid his head back on the
first clean pillow with a pillowcase he had slept on in twenty
years. Within a few minutes, he was asleep again.

The steamer’s captain approached James.

“I’m George Tipton,” he said. “I own this
boat and serve as captain, too. They tell me that you are acting as
captain of that flatboat. Is that right, son?”

“Yes, sir. The captain put me in charge when
he took sick,” James answered.

“As young as ye be, ye cain’t have had much
experience on the river,” the old sailor observed.

“That’s true, sir,” James admitted. “Fact is,
this is the first time I’ve ever been on a flatboat.”

“I think we’ve got a problem here. I was
thinkin’ that we would keep your skipper on board ‘til he comes
around ag’in. We could’ve taken your flat in tow down the river
‘til he was up to gettin’ back on board.”

“We’d really appreciate it if you would do
that, sir,” James responded enthusiastically.

“Gettin’ towed down river is a lot harder
than gettin’ towed up river. Goin’ upriver if the streamer drops
anchor the tow just hangs there on the hawser and waits for ye to
go on. But goin’ down river, if I had to maneuver sudden like or if
I had to reverse to avoid a snag on somethin’, a loose tow could
drift into my fantail or maybe even a paddle-wheel. I cain’t take a
chance on that with someone as green as ye be at the helm.”

“Sir, it’s true that I don’t have the
experience I need to handle the boat, but the first mate, now he’s
a first rate sailor. I’m sure he’d know what to do.”

“Well, I’ll have to meet up with your first
mate,” the captain looked skeptical. “Mr. Stovall, send a boat to
fetch the first mate off the flatboat.”

“Mr. Thomas, sir,” Stovall asked, “will your
first mate require written orders from you to come with me?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. Just tell him
he’s needed here. I’m sure he’ll cooperate.” James didn’t want to
tell them that Abner could not read.

While Stovall was getting Abner from the
flat, James told the steamer captain of their adventures since the
night of the Indian attack. He skipped the detail of how Abner
actually became first mate, although he let the captain know that
Abner was an experienced riverman and that he was black.

When the rowboat returned with Abner, the
skipper reassured himself by a few sharp questions about various
emergencies they might encounter. He ended the interview by saying,
“I think you’ll do. If your captain thought enough of you to make a
darky first mate, you must be good at your job.

“Gentlemen,” he said to all present. “We’ll
take the flat in tow at first light and we’ll keep ‘em there ‘til
either their captain is fit for duty again or we get to
Natchez.”

Mr. Stovall ordered the rowboat crew to take
James and Abner back to the flat, where they spent a restful night.
James smiled in relief to have someone else share the
responsibility for the captain’s care.

 


Once underway, there was little to do. James
thought this was a good time to start the reading and writing
lessons for the first mate. Whether the captain lived or died, as a
ship’s officer, Abner needed to write.

“ABNER COOK, FIRST MATE,” he printed.

James showed him how to write it as a
signature.

“Abner Cook, First Mate,” he scrawled in a
bold hand and beamed with satisfaction.

“Now, you’ll need to practice that a lot.
We’ll get you a slate and some chalk. You can’t just keep usin’ up
paper, but for now you can practice without ink in the quill.”

Word came from the steamer that the captain’s
red streak was improving, but still fevered, and he would need more
rest. Abner continued to manage the tow, and James visited the ship
daily to check on the captain.

“Come up to my cabin for a minute, mate. I
found something in the cargo store last night that you are going to
find useful.”

In the cabin, James produced the treasure, a
ground flat black slate board and a box of ten pieces of chalk.

“Oh, yes, suh. Thank you, suh.” Abner turned
it this way and that, examining the close fit corners of its wooden
frame. “Now I can practice writing and doing numbers and all that
kin’a thing. Thank you, suh.”

“We’ve got a lot of work to do on this,
mate,” James said. “Whatever we do while in tow will be that much
of a start. You need to practice writing so you can sign a
document.”

“Yes, suh, I will,” the mate assured him.

“Then you take the first part of the day and
practice that. This afternoon, I’ll show you how to write numbers.
Then maybe tomorrow, I’ll show you the ledger book. It won’t mean
much at first. It won’t mean much to me either, but we’ll see how
the captain keeps track of what’s on the boat and how much money it
cost and how much he gets for it.”

“That sho’ is gonna be hard to do, ain’t
it?”

“At first it will, but after a while it’ll
come just as natural as spotting a snag. You’ll see.”

All through the day, Abner worked on writing
and numbers. By evening, he could write his name and title in a
legible hand and repeat it so that one could tell the same person
had written it. He also could write all ten numbers clearly. He
didn’t yet know how to use written numbers to solve the practical
problems he was used to solving, but that would come with time and
practice.

 


As soon as they finished breakfast the next
morning, James made his daily visit to the steamer. The doctor
greeted him at the fantail, and took him to see the captain.

“Good morning, boy,” the captain said.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes. Maybe you can tell me, how did I get
here anyhow?” Captain Whitaker sat up in the bed eating a bowl of
grits, and a plate with bacon and eggs. A half empty coffee cup sat
on the table beside the bed.

“You don’t remember what happened, sir?”
James asked.

“Last thing I remember, you was cuttin’ a
hole in my leg to let the pus out. Next thing, Doc here is pullin’
my eyelashes up and starin’ into my eyeball.”

“Now that was quite a surprise for me, too.”
Doc laughed. “I look into your eye to try to see if you are really
alive or just laying there breathing and you yell at me. I got my
answer to that one, all right.”

“That’ll show you to go pullin’ on a feller’s
eyelashes, Doc.”

“You sure look a heap better, Captain,” James
remarked.

“Feel better, too,” Buck replied. “Where are
we, anyhow?”

“We’re just abreast of the mouth of the
Arkansas River, Captain,” James said.

“I must have been out for a week.”

“No, sir. This is just the third day,” James
explained. “The steamer that’s towin’ us is mighty fast.”

“I guess it is. I gotta get back to the boat
so’s we can git on down to N’Orleans,” the captain insisted, and
tried again to get to his feet.

“No need for that, Buck,” the doctor put in.
“The skipper says that he’ll tow you all the way to Natchez. That’s
his home port.”

“You’re not up to doing anything much,
Captain,” James observed. “You most likely couldn’t get back to the
flat unless we carried you, and we’ll get to Natchez sooner if we
just let him tow us in.”

“I reckon you’re right,” the captain
conceded. “I’d sure like to meet up with this here skipper that’s
took us under his wing.”

“I’ll get him for you whenever he can get
away from the wheelhouse,” Doc said.

“You get on back to the flat, son. I want to
talk to this captain feller.”



When he got back to the flatboat, James
brought out the map and examined it for some time. “Abner, look
here. It looks like it is near a hundred miles to Vicksburg. At the
rate this steamer is takin’ us we may get there before night.”

“I don’t think so, suh,” Abner said, with a
shake of his head. “It’s a lot fa’tha than it looks on da map. With
all da crooks and turns you gotta go through, it’s maybe twice as
far.”

“You think so?”

“Sho’ enough, suh,” he insisted. “If the
water is high, there’s places where we could cut across da bayous,
but wit da water like it is, we gonna have to make ever’ crook and
turn. No suh, we ain’t gonna make it to Vicksburg tonight.”

Not only did they have to make many crooks
and turns as Abner prophesied, but the steamer ran aground midday
and they lost three hours. They anchored just south of the
Louisiana-Arkansas border, still forty miles north of
Vicksburg.

 


At daylight, James rowed over to the steamer
and found Captain Whitaker sitting in a chair, the doctor examining
the unbandaged wound. James could see at once that the swelling and
the red streak had receded. The captain looked up as James
entered.

“Mornin’ lad,” he said cheerfully. “Doc says
my fever’s broke. He says I’ll live to be a hundred.”

“I do believe you’re out of the woods,”
Doctor Graybell said. “That is if you can keep from sittin’ on the
wet ground in moldy leaves.”

“If that’s what I gotta do to keep out o’ yer
clutches, Doc, I’ll do it.”

“Is he ready to come back on board the flat?”
James asked.

“He just better sit tight where he is,” the
doctor said, “’til we get to Natchez. If he gets over there in that
damp flatboat it just might start it up all over again. No need to
take any chances on that.”

“I talked to Captain Tipton yesterday,” Buck
said. “He tells me that we’d be better off to sell the cargo in
Natchez. There are so many folks going through on their way to
Texas that they’re buyin’ up ever’thing in sight and prices are sky
high.”

“You mean our trip is gonna be over then?”
James said a tinge of disappointment. “How about sellin’ the flat
like you said?”

“Well, if I had to I could float ‘er on down
to N’Orleans and sell ‘er, or I could sell ‘er in Natchez. But I
don’t have to. You see, me and Tipton made a deal. I’m gonna unload
my cargo in Natchez. Then he’s gonna tow me on down to N’Orleans
and we’ll both chip in on a cargo of that good French wine. After
that he’ll tow me all the way up to Pittsburgh. We can sell it
there and make more money than either one of us could have made
alone all year. ‘Course, he’ll make more than me ‘cause he can take
passengers too, but I’ll do all right. “

“No wonder you’re feelin’ so much better this
morning,” James quipped.

“Yep, and Natchez will be a better jumpin’
off place for you, too. The quickest way to Texas is to take a boat
from New Orleans around to Galveston or on down to San Antonio Bay
and land at Copano.”

“That takes money, though, and I don’t have
any,” James said.

“Ah, yes, lad. Speakin’ of money, he tells me
that twists are bringin’ five cents, and sometimes even more if you
want to hang on to ‘em for a while. I can’t get that much for mine;
I’ve got too many of ‘em. But that lot of hundred and eighty you
got oughta bring that much for sure if you sell ‘em first.”

“Thanks, Captain,” James remarked. “But that
money has to go to pay my debt. I can’t use it.”

Returning to the flat in high spirits, James
told Abner and the crew about the captain’s recovery and the plans
to return under tow to Pittsburgh. They were all delighted. Abner
intensified his studies while he had the advantage of James’
tutoring.

Below Vicksburg there were far fewer twists
in the river, and the miles flowed by quickly. To avoid having to
dock in failing light, they anchored ten miles above Natchez for
the night. At first light, the steamer came to life and they made
the last run to the home dock. Captain Tipton’s homecoming blast
from the steamer’s whistle sounded across the water while a mile
upstream. They arrived in time to see a boat that had spent the
night at the Tipton moorings, moving down the river toward New
Orleans.

With the steamer secured, the flatboat’s crew
maneuvered their craft close enough to throw a line onto the dock.
There, several slaves grabbed the rope and towed the boat by hand
into the shallow water near the warehouses.

James stepped ashore and stood watching
Captain Whitaker make his way down the gangplank with the help of
Doc Graybell and a cane. He smiled with satisfaction when he had
cleared the pier and then sat down heavily on a bench nearby.

“Hello, Captain,” James said as he walked
up.

“Mornin’, boy,” the captain answered
breathing heavily. “Ain’t got my strength back yet, as you can
see.”

“Still, it’s good to see you gettin’ around,
sir.”

“Captain Tipton offered to let me stay at his
house for a couple of weeks while I rest up, and I think I’ll take
him up on it. He says we can leave our horses run in his pasture,
too. Move ‘em up there as soon as you can get ‘em off the
boat.”

“Yes, sir,” James answered. “We’ll do it
straight away. Where is it?”

“Right up there on the hill.” He pointed to a
large brick house a quarter mile distant.

“Listen, James. I know you’re anxious to get
on to Texas, but I’d be much obliged if you’d stick around ‘til I
get on my feet. Your passage is earned at this point, but I’ll pay
you a dollar for every two days you gotta wait. Will you stick
around and look after the boat?”

 


 



 


Chapter 17




Ready For Texas

 


“TIPTON HAS A MAN who does his buyin’ and
sellin’ for him. He’ll take care of our cargo, too. If you’ll make
sure nobody steals it before he gets it sold, that’s all you need
to do.”

“I’ll do it, Captain,” James said. “If I’m
gonna stick here ‘til you’re ready to travel, that’ll give me time
to figure out what to do next. We’ll make sure the flat’s still
here when you come back for it.”

Captain Tipton joined them after a few
minutes.

“I’ve spoken with Pére Baret about your
cargo, Buck. He owns the warehouse and he’s agreed to buy your
goods, too. If you’ll give him your manifest he’ll have an offer
for you in no time.”

“That’s good news. I don’t feel up to doing
much of anything,” Buck replied. He turned to James. “That brown
book at the bottom of the money box. It’s got the manifest in it.
Get it for me, will ya?”

“We’ll have this business taken care of
before the day is out,” Tipton said. “Then you can relax ‘til we
get back on the river. By the time I’m ready to go you’ll be
squared away.”

“I sure hope so,” Buck said. “Bein’ tired
like this is harder than bein’ down on my back.”

James returned with the large brown book and
handed it to Captain Whitaker, who with a glance at the last few
entries, handed it to Tipton.

“You can leave your flat tied right where she
is ‘til we get ready to pull out for New Orleans. I’m going to
leave my steamer on the pier to give my crew time to do maintenance
before we set out on our next run. Is your flat going to need
service?”

“Hanged if I know,” Buck responded. “I ain’t
laid eye on ‘er hold since Paducah. When we get the cargo off, you
have a look at ‘er and see what you think, will ya? The boy won’t
know, and I sure ain’t up to it. I’d sure appreciate your help,
Captain. Just tell Thomas here what it needs, an’ he’ll take care
of it.”

The Tipton carriage drove up to the pier and
a slave placed a stepping stool. James steadied his captain’s arm
and helped him onto the seat. Captain Tipton handed the brown
ledger book to M. Baret’s associate then seated himself opposite
and the carriage sped off.

James busied himself becoming familiar with
the shops near the dock area. He found a buyer almost immediately
for his twists at the predicted price of five cents each. When he’d
made delivery, he spent ten cents on a small leather coin purse and
dropped in the nine shiny silver dollars.

Returning to the deck, James saw a short man,
bald except for a ring of hair above his ears, talking with Abner.
The brown ledger book that he had last seen in the possession of
Captain Tipton identified him at once as the French merchant.

“Ah, you must be Monsieur Thomas,” the man
greeted him as James appeared on deck. “I am Pére Baret. Captain
Tipton has asked me to examine your cargo and offer a purchase
price for the lot. Your captain has agreed, no?”

“Yes, I’m James Thomas. Captain Whitaker said
that I was to help you in any way I can and receive your offer for
him. Of course, I can’t accept or reject, but I will take it to him
straight away.”

“This here slave has refused to open the
hatch for me,” Baret said heatedly. “Would you please set him
straight?”

“This black gentleman,” James said with a
smile, “is first mate Abner Cook, sir. He is performing his duty
properly. His orders are not to allow anyone to handle our cargo
until either Captain Whitaker or I give the order.”

“First mate, is he?” Baret responded, “Well,
I find it unnerving, sir, to have to—”

“There is no need for further delay, Mr.
Baret,” James interrupted, continuing to smile. “We’ll get the
hatch cover off and get right to work.”

Monsieur Baret made notes on missing
inventory such as the corn knives James traded away on the Ohio.
Scratched from the record, too, were ropes that replaced the
grapnel ties and the cow. James pointed out that the horses were
not included. After an hour of examination, the man went into the
warehouse to do his calculation.

Some time later, the Frenchman returned and
handed James the ledger-book, along with an envelope containing his
offer.

“I am prepared, Monsieur,” he said, “to
receive the merchandise as soon as we have your captain’s
acceptance.”

“I’ll take it up to him now, sir.”

Abner had bridled James’ mare and with a
halter on Captain Whitaker’s horse he led the two animals up the
plank, where he mounted bareback and started at a walk toward
Tipton’s house.

Half an hour later James was back with the
captain’s approval and the Frenchman’s workers began unloading the
flat. Both James and the merchant stood at the ramp checking the
goods as they were removed each agreeing that the items listed were
there and in reasonably good condition.

Next morning, Captain Tipton came down after
sunrise to examine the flatboat for repairs needed before they
started their long haul to New Orleans and Pittsburgh. He found
only a few seams of loose caulking and suggested they replace the
railing the rocket blast had scorched. The crew was left with three
days work and two weeks to do it.

At the general store the next day, James saw
a group of men standing around a poster nailed to the side of the
building. The poster read:

 


 


 


FREE LAND!

Volunteers
Wanted

Bring a horse, a rifle and
100 rounds of

Ball and Powder

and

Earn 640 Acres of Prime
Texas Farmland



come to

Nacogdoches,
Texas.

 


“Anxious to be on your way, lad?” a familiar
voice sounded from behind him.

James turned to see Captain Tipton a few feet
away. “Yes, sir. I am,” he answered, “but I promised Captain
Whitaker that I’d stay with the boat ‘til he was ready to travel,
so I’ve gotta stick here ‘til then.”

“Well, maybe I’ve got an answer for you.
What’d you say if we go ahead on down to New Orleans and get that
cargo of wine? We could bring it back up here while Buck is getting
his strength back. That way, you’d be on your way maybe two weeks
sooner, and me’n Buck will get a head start on gettin’ to
Pittsburgh.”

When they put the proposition before Captain
Whitaker, he agreed at once. He enjoyed his stay at the Tiptons’,
but wanted to get back to work. Buck had never grown used to his
role as merchant and had no enthusiasm for the visit to New
Orleans. He was happy for James to handle that part of the job.

Two days later, with the new caulking in and
the railing replaced, they set out in tow once again for New
Orleans, and returned ten days later with the flat riding low in
the water, weighted by the cargo of wine.

Tipton’s Folly paid out only a hundred feet
of towline for the trip upriver. There was no danger of the flat,
now referred to as a scow, drifting into the steamer. The
down-stream pressure of the river’s flow kept the vessels
apart.

All in all, James thought, it’s
been a good ten days work. He had ten more days to practice
firing the rifle, and Abner had ten days to practice reading and
writing.

When the crews of the steamer and flat docked
at Natchez, they found Captain Whitaker on the riverside to greet
them. He still carried his cane, but stood erect and had only a
slight limp and his recovery nearly complete. The Tipton carriage
stood a few yards away, patiently waiting for the steamer captain
to alight.

“I’m glad to see you looking so much better,
sir,” James said, as his rowboat brought him to the dock.

“Yes, Tip’s hospitality has done me a world
of good,” the captain responded. “But I sure am ready to get back
in harness.

“My boy, I want to talk to you about
something,” the captain began. “There’s a bench over there under
that magnolia tree. Let’s set a minute, and get us some shade.”

“Sure, Captain,” James replied and followed
the captain’s lead. “What’s on your mind?”

“Well, I’ll tell you. I wish I was young
enough to go off to Texas like you’re adoin’, but I ain’t, so I
want to help you along. I want you to take my horse. You’re gonna
need a pack animal. You got all your gear and enough lead to run a
hundred ball. Yes, sir, you need a pack.”

“That’s mighty generous of you, Captain,”
James said. “But I don’t have any way to pay you for him now that
I’m not working the river anymore.”

“You’ve done a lot for me these last few
weeks and I owe you. If it hadn’t been for you, I’d have gone under
back. I owe you six dollars for lookin’ after the boat while I was
laid up. But that ain’t enough to make us even. I want you to take
that horse, and the pistol too. And I want you to take powder and
lead and whatever else you need to make up a proper outfit for your
trip.”

“I don’t know what to say to that, Captain,
except thank you, sir.”

“That’s all that’s needed, son. Like I said,
I owe you,” the captain replied. “Consarn it, I can’t take that
horse back up river, anyhow. I got a packsaddle I ain’t never gonna
use ag’in, and I’d like you to put ‘em to good use. We’re gonna be
pulling outta here in the next couple of days same as you are, so
before I go, I wanna get you outfitted and see you off on the right
foot.”

“Well, I’m much obliged to you and I’ll see
to it that what you done helps in cuttin’ Texas loose from the
Mexicans.”

“You’re mighty welcome. I never worked with
anyone that had it comin’ more.” The captain started to rise.

“There’s one other thing, Captain,” James
placed his hand on the old officer’s arm. “It’s about Abner.”

“You want to take Abner with you?”

“Oh, no, sir,” James said. “This ain’t his
fight. What I wanted to let you know is that I gave him a slate
board and chalk, and he’s been studyin’ real hard to learn readin’
and writin’ and to do a little bit of numbers. I was hoping that
you’d help him keep goin’ til he learns enough to run a flat on his
own.”

“Well, now, you really have earned that
horse.” The captain smiled. “I been wanting to do that myself, but
I just never was much of a teacher. You got him started. I’ll see
that he has the time to keep at it.”

“I don’t know if he’ll ever have a chance to
use any of it,” James said, “but if he does, he’ll have some kind
of a start.”

“Most likely, when we get up to Pittsburgh,
I’ll cut him loose. This ain’t no place for ‘im in Mississippi.
Anyhow, this’ll probably be my last trip. If we do as good as I
think with this wine, I’ll just hang it up and set me up a store or
somethin’ like Dan Tackett done. In that case, I’ll just give the
crew their papers and let ‘em set up lives for themselves up north
someplace.”

“I was hopin’ you’d help him. He’ll need more
than he got from me, but at least he can write his name and do a
little figuring.”

“I’ll see that he has ever’ chance.”

The next morning, James and the two captains
had breakfast together. After taking on wood and food supplies, the
steamer and its scow left the dock for the long trip up the
Mississippi and the Ohio rivers. James stood on the dock with mixed
feelings. He missed his river companions but was as determined as
ever to join the Texians. He tucked the papers proving ownership of
the horse, a couple of biscuits from Mrs. Tipton and the leather
purse with his fifteen new one-dollar coins into his saddlebags. He
picked up the reins of the loaded pack horse and took position on
the roadway with the other travelers to await his turn on the steam
ferry.

 


 



 


Chapter 18




The Natchez Trace

 


GUY CLINTON CONTINUED SOUTH, finding small
grassy patches where his horse could graze and killing rabbits or
squirrels for his own food. He met no other travelers and saw no
signs of local residents.

Then one day, he came out of the forest and
saw a small river with a dozen cabins scattered along its banks. A
ferry-barge sat at a landing, not a quarter of a mile away with a
general store and a blacksmith shop nearby.

Fear froze him for a moment until he realized
he was far enough from Nashville to be free of trackers. He rode
down to the ferry and greeted the boatman.

“Howdy,” Guy said, trying to mask his
fear.

“Howdy,” came a slow and casual response,
“Y’all wanna cross over?”

“How much?”

“Ten cents for you and three cents for yer
horse. Five cents if ya wanna feed ‘im while yer crossin’“

“Sure,” Guy said, “might as well let him eat
while we’re going. Just what is on the other side?”

“This here’s Big Bear crossin’,” the man
said, “and that’s Big Bear Creek on the other side. Foller the
crick you’re in Alabamy or cross the crick ya pick up the Natchez
trace in Mississippi.”

“Let’s git on across, then,” Guy said,
breathing a sigh of relief that the man showed no sign that he had
been warned to lookout for anyone.

Ropes tied to trees on each side of the river
passed through loops on the boat; the ferryman pulled them to move
across the water. It was a simple but effective way to get the
ferry back and forth. Guy didn’t feel he got his money’s worth for
the horse feed on the short trip.

He stood for a moment, tempted to let his
horse graze for a while on flat grassland of the Alabama side, but
the hair on the back of his neck warned him to go on so he forded
the creek. After a few miles’ travel on a narrow path, he found a
real road.

This was the Natchez Trace, wide enough for a
team and wagon. The farther he went down this road, the more houses
he saw. These were not the cabins he expected, but real farmhouses,
like those he knew from Kentucky.

Late that afternoon, he came across a large
meadow with no livestock and no fences. He made camp in a grove of
pines nearby and tied his horse to a stump where it could graze. A
squirrel provided his dinner, and he went to sleep on a bed of pine
needles, wishing he had the quilt his mother sent.

When he awoke, Guy sat for some time
considering his plight. He had heard of people escaping into Texas
to avoid the law and remembered the talk back home of free land. He
did not intend to join any army, but he had to find a way to stay
clear of the law in the United States. Texas sounded better all the
time.

The farther he got from Nashville, the more
his confidence returned. He still avoided other travelers, but no
longer feared talking to people along his route. Several days
passed and then one afternoon in central Mississippi, Guy saw a
party of ten or twelve heavily armed men approaching from the east.
They showed no interest in him other than as a fellow traveler.

He swallowed his fear and threw a hand up in
greeting when one of the men turned to look. They acknowledged him
with a friendly nod as though they were expecting him to join
them.

“Howdy,” one of them greeted. “Y’all headin’
for Texas?”

“That’s where I’m going,” Guy responded
cautiously.

“So are we,” another said and waved one of
the handbills. “If Jim Bowie is in it, that’s good enough for
me.”

He handed the bulletin to Guy.

“Well, now, I hadn’t seen this before. Six
hundred forty acres, eh?” After seeing Will Cutter’s head split
open, Guy could not be tempted by any amount of land or money to go
to war. However, he would not hesitate to go along and collect six
hundred and forty acres as long as he did not have to do
anything.

“Where you fellers from?” Guy asked.

“I’m from North Car’liny, myself,” the first
man answered. “The rest of these fellers are from all over. We just
joined up on the road.”

Guy felt far more comfortable traveling with
this group. He would be less conspicuous in a party. They camped in
a grove of trees beside the roadway that night. One of the men
broke out a small keg of rum and another pulled a fiddle from his
pack. The night of merriment brought the group together like old
friends.

Another three days brought them to the
outskirts of Natchez where they camped one last time. After a good
breakfast the next morning, they mounted and made the final few
miles to the Natchez ferry landing.

 


“Ya-hoo.” The shout from a newly arrived
group of riders startled James, all milled about, pointing across
the Mississippi and chattering. Suddenly, being startled turned to
being astounded. James recognized Guy Clinton.

Just at that time, the ferry pushed its nose
up to the roadway and all attention turned to it. The boatman
directed the loading, filling the deck with wagons and teams.
Beside them, the dismounted horsemen led their animals along the
outer rails. James pinned to one side and Guy against the other for
the trip across the river.



James knew nothing of Guy’s plot to condemn
him in Betsy’s eyes. He had always thought of Guy as his friend
until he learned about Guy’s strange handling of the horse
trade.

Maybe he didn’t know Tess’s history,
he thought. He was just trying to get rid of her quick to
satisfy his Pa, like he said.

By the time they reached the Louisiana side
of the river, James had rationalized Guy’s behavior and when they
disembarked, he walked up to greet his old friend.

“Well, Guy Clinton,” he said with a smile. “I
sure never thought I’d see you here.”

“James Thomas. Imagine running into you down
here.” Guy put on his most winning smile.

“The last time we talked about Texas, you
were dead set against it,” James reminded him. “What happened to
change your mind?”

James noticed Guy staring at the powder-horn
hanging from the rifle scabbard, with the initials N.T. carved into
its surface.

“Oh, I really didn’t change my mind, but,
like I told you, my pa was fit to be tied over losin’ that
stallion. He told me he thought it was time for me to get out and
face the world.” Guy pointed to the rifle. “I see you got your old
firelock back from Bill Tucker. How’d you ever talk him into giving
it back to you?”

“He sold it to me for the same six dollars he
gave you for it,” James said.

“Well, I’m glad you got it back, if you
wanted it. I see you still got the horse, too.”

“I wanted to ask you about that. I found out
she’s an old prison horse. Bill said she was most likely stolen
from one of the Kentucky prisons somewhere.”

“That’s what he told me, too. I tried to sell
him that horse, and he told me he thought it was a prison horse. I
didn’t believe him for a minute, but he wouldn’t buy it anyhow.
Fact is I couldn’t sell it anywhere. That’s how come I was willing
to trade it to you for just that old rifle.

“See, when we traded, all I needed was
another five dollars to make up the twenty five that Tennessee
fellow told me he’d take to give me back the stallion. So, I took
it right over to Bill Tucker and sold it quick as I got my hands on
it. I didn’t want to tell you what I was doing ‘cause I thought
maybe you’d think there was something fishy goin’ on. I didn’t want
to take no chance on you not swappin’ with me.

“Well, I’ll be darned,” James said, “So you
didn’t think Bill Tucker was right, huh?”

“Aw, shucks, no. How would I have got hold of
a prison horse?”

“Did you ever get the stallion back?”

“Nah. After Bill bought that rifle, I had the
money, so I high tailed it over to get it, but the Tennessian had
cut out. Nobody knew where he went. When I went home and told my
pa, he blew a cork. If it hadn’t been for my ma I don’t think he
would have even given me a horse and saddle. He did though. He gave
me all the gear he thought I’d need. Then he told me to go out in
the world and make somethin’ of myself. I didn’t have no idea where
to go and then I thought about what you and me was talkin’ about,
and figured I’d give Texas a try. But listen, James,” Guy
continued. “You don’t believe that about it bein’ a stolen horse,
do you?”

“Yeah, I think it’s true, Guy. I think I
found out pretty much for sure that that’s where Tess came
from.”

“Well, if that’s the way it is, James,” Guy
said with apparent sincerity, “I’m awful sorry that I got you
involved with it. How’s it come about that you still got it?”

“I just thought that I’d get on down to Texas
and forget the whole thing.” James looked away. He certainly was
not going to discuss all the things that had happened before he
left Kentucky. The two lads resumed their long friendship and
closed the subject of the horse and rifle.

 


 



 


Chapter 19




A Letter for James

 


BETSY AND THE TUCKER FAMILY left the store on
the Big Black River with their supplies renewed and continued
south. A week later, on the fifth of September, they rode the ferry
across the Mississippi in a cold, misty rain. The Louisiana mud
stuck like glue to the wagon’s wheels, their boots and the horse’s
hooves, but except for the mud and difficulty in finding campsites
in the swampy ground, the remainder of the trip was uneventful.

On the nineteenth the little party arrived at
Nacogdoches. That droopy little town had grown to a city with the
influx of settlers and volunteers for the Texian army. When Bill
asked directions to the military camp, he was escorted to the
office of lawyer Sam Houston.

A group sat in the blue pale of pipe and
cigar smoke, looking over a map of the area around Victoria and
Goliad. A giant of a man strode over to Bill and stretched out his
hand.

“Welcome to Nacogdoches. I’m Sam Houston. I
hear you’re from Kentucky. Looking for a fight with the
Mexicans?”

“Well, sir, I wanna do whatever I can to
help,” Bill responded. “I brought my family and we’re plannin’ to
make our home here when this is all over.”

“We are a long way from being done with this
business.”

“Do you think we’re gonna to have to fight,
Mr. Houston?”

“There’ll be more trouble before this is
over,” Houston continued, “but most folks here are trying to avoid
a showdown. All they want to do is get the Mexicans to keep their
word. The Peace Party wants to see the constitution restored and
land grants honored. A lot of us have given up on that,
though.”

“That’s what we heard up in Kaintuck,” Bill
responded. “Americans hadn’t oughta be treated thata way.”

“First things first,” Houston said. “This
here’s Captain Smith. He’ll get you and your family settled in and
then he’ll assign you wherever he needs you.”

“Glad you’re here, Tucker.” Deaf Smith nodded
to acknowledge Bill, turned and to escort him out of the room. Bill
followed into the street.

“You’ll have to speak up when you talk to me.
I don’t hear too good. If you’re on my right side I can hear ye a
mite better, but elsewise ye got to look me straight in the face.
That way I can make out what you’re sayin’.”

Bill turned to face him directly.

“I’ll try to remember that,” Bill nearly
shouted.

“Did I hear Sam say that you had a
family?”

“That’s right,” Bill spoke as clearly as
possible, “I’ve got a wife, three boys, and a young lady travellin’
with us. We got two teams and wagons and a cow. What can we do with
‘em?”

“Has your stock got a brand on it?”

“No. We never brand ‘em back home,” Bill
answered.

“If you want to winter ‘em on the open range
you’ll have to come up with a brand. In the meantime, take ‘em on
out the road to Gonzales, ‘bout ten miles to the Rodriguez spread.
They’ll put you and your family up ‘til you rest your livestock.
When you’re fit to go on, head on over to Gonzales and sign up with
Green DeWitt. He’ll get you a piece of land.”

“Is that all there is to getting land?” Bill
said in dismay. “I heard up in Kaintuck that a feller could get six
hundred and forty acres if he stuck with the Texians ‘til this was
all over. Are you sayin’ that I can go ahead and get it now?”

“Oh—what they been sayin’ in them newspapers
up north and on those handbills ain’t got nothing to do with
getting land in Texas.” Deaf Smith told him. “A lot of them
handbills is left over from the Fredonia ruckus back in ‘27. They
don’t mean nothin’.”

“Wait a minute,” Bill said. “Are you saying
that there ain’t nothin’ to the business of getting six hundred and
forty acres?”

“Well, no there ain’t,” Smith answered, “but
you’ll do a lot better than six hundred acres. You got a family and
a cow, too. That means you can call yourself a rancher and a
farmer. You can most likely git a league for ranchin’ and you can
git another labor for farmin’. That’s a Mex measure. A league comes
up to a little over four thousand four hundred acres and a labor,
that’s a hundred and seventy seven acres.”

“Four thousand acres?” Bill marveled.

“All you gotta do is pay the land agent his
fees. Comes to twelve and a half cents a acre. O’course that all
depends on if DeWitt ain’t give out all the land yet, which he
ain’t. Oh, yeah, your boys can claim a third of a league, each,
too.”

“Ya don’t say?”

“This all depends on us settlin’ this trouble
with the Mex. If we don’t come out on top, there ain’t nobody gonna
have any land. If the Mex promise to make good on your claim, it
don’t mean nothin’. They ain’t none of ‘em got a honest bone in
their body. They’ll go back on their word without givin’ it a
thought.”

“Well, I don’t wanna waste any time gettin’
signed up. Do I need anything from you to show him?”

“No, you don’t need it. But I’ll give you a
letter to say that you are joinin’ the rangers, soon as ya get
settled in. I’m getting together another company. You can join ‘em
when we’re ready.”

“Should I come back over here when I get my
family settled in, or join up over there?”

“I kinda think I’ll be over there, my own
self, afore long. I hear tell the Mex is makin’ noise like they’re
gonna try to take our guns away. Ain’t nobody gonna let that
happen, with the Comanches and outlaws runnin’ loose.”

“What’s been happening?” Bill asked. “We
haven’t heard any news since we left Kaintuck.”

“Set yourself over here in the shade and I’ll
tell you what we been adoin’,” Smith motioned to a patch of grass
under a pair of cottonwood trees. The two men settled back, each
leaning against a furrowed trunk.

“There’s been a ruckus goin’ on for years,”
Smith continued. “The Constitution of 1824 set up a local
government for each of the states in Mexico. They wanted to keep
the capital south of the Rio Grand, so they combined Texas with the
state of Coahuila that’s just south of us. They called it Coahuila
y Tejas. Tejas north of the Nueces River and Coahuila south of
there.

“It worked real good. They was offerin’ land
to Americans to git ‘em to move here and a lot of folks took ‘em up
on it. The only thing wrong was that they started thinkin’ there
was too many Americans. These folks had brought their families with
‘em and were making a country outta this Injun wilderness. The real
capital was getting to be San Antonio de Béxar instead of Saltillo
where the Mex wanted it.

“See,” Smith continued, “there wasn’t so many
Americans in San Antonio itself, they was mostly in the East. But
the Americans was good for business and them Mexican folks in San
Antonio was takin’ a liking to ‘em, so it was gettin’ more clear
all the time there was goin’ to be more Americans there too.

“Couple years ago, this feller Bustamente
took over the gov’ment, and decided to cut off the Americans. He
got their congress to pass a law makin’ it so’s no more Americans
was allowed in. It didn’t stop ‘em, but it did slow ‘em down
some.

“That was bad enough, but when they started
goin’ back on their word and voidin’ the land grants they’d already
give out, that stirred up a lot of folks real bad.”

“We heard about that,” Bill put in, “but they
said that you had set up your own government and was goin’ to make
good on the land grants and give out some new grants to boot.”

“Eh? What’d you say?” Deaf Smith cupped his
hand over his right ear and leaned closer to Bill.

“Oh, sorry.” Bill turned to face him more
squarely. “I just said I heard you were going to start your own
government.”

“That’s what some of us figure on doin’,”
Smith responded, “but we ain’t done nothin’ so far. We have a
meetin’ now and ag’in, an’ never could git enough folks together at
one time to do it.

“Back in June, the Mexicans at Anahuac, down
by Galveston, arrested a store owner named Andrew Briscoe. And it
was all just because he told ‘em what he thought about their
blasted tax laws.

“The government had a few troops there, but
not enough to get away with something like that. The War Party
wouldn’t hold still for it. They wanted them soldiers outta there.
But they figured they’d never get the Peace Party to go along with
a shootin’ match, so they cooked up a deal with Buck Travis.

“He took a company down there and busted
Briscoe outta jail an’ then run them soldiers outta town. They
never told the Peace Party bunch what they was goin’ to do.

“Buck Travis?” Bill queried. “Is that the
same Travis fella we just met in there with Houston?”

“Yeah, that’s him. He’s a lawyer type fella.
A little on the uppity side, he is. Likes us to call him
‘Lieutenant William Barret Travis,’ so some of us took to callin’
‘im Buck, just to trim ‘im back to size,” Smith said with a
grin.

“Was there shootin’?” Bill asked, making sure
that he was speaking toward Deaf Smith’s good ear. “Did anybody git
killed?”

“Nobody got kilt that time, but he run ‘em
out of there and back across the Rio Grande. ‘Course, that made the
Peace Party mad,” Smith continued. “They set to holdin’ another
meeting at San Felipe to complain about it. Travis and the rest of
the War Party wanted a complete separation from Mexico. There was
as much hootin’ an’ hollerin’ you’d a thought the Mexicans
themselves were in the middle of it. In the end, Travis backed down
and apologized to the Mexicans. Not so much to keep the peace with
the Mex, as to smooth things over with the other Texians.

“Anyhow, they couldn’t figure out what to do
and argued about it for the next month. Then some folks got tired
of all the hoopla and started up yet another committee. They called
this one the Safety Committee and got together in Columbia in the
middle of August. Word went out that they wanted to hold another
Consultation. So far, though, they ain’t been able to get enough
people together, either. We hear the Mex is sending Cós back up
here, planning on takin’ away our rifles.”

“Do you really think they’ll try to do that?”
Bill leaned back against the tree with a grim expression.

“Ha! They’s gonna try, sure ‘nuff,” Smith
assured him. “A fella came up from San Antonio last week, said he
heard they was gettin’ ready to send troops to Gonzales to take
their only cannon. While they’re at it, they say they’re going to
try to grab all the rifles and muskets, too. If we let ‘em do that,
and the Comanches get wind of it, there won’t a man alive in
Gonzales in a week.”

“What’ll we do?” Bill asked, wide-eyed,
knowing the answer before he asked.

“What’ll we do?” Deaf Smith had no trouble
hearing that question. “We’ll fight, that’s what we’ll do. They
ain’t gonna get my rifle ‘less I’m too dead to use it. An’ I think
ever’body else feels the same way.”

“Looks like that’s where I start earnin’ that
land, ain’t it?”

“We’ll win that round, sure ‘nuff. It’s when
they come back with the whole Mex army that we gotta be ready.”

“How many men do we have at Gonzales?” Bill
was beginning to feel like a Texian.

“Don’t rightly know,” Smith said. “Must be a
hundred or so. You know, what you oughta do is get your family on
out to the Rodriguez’s place. Tell Juan Rodriguez to give you a
fresh saddle horse and you get on to Gonzales. Take plenty o’
powder and ball with ya. Your family can catch up when your stock
gets rested. By that time the ruckus over the cannon will most
likely be settled.”

“I’ll do that, soon as we get done what we
got to do here in town,” Bill agreed.

“In fact, one of the Rodriquez boys is in
town,” Deaf Smith noted. “I’ll see if I can find him and get him to
ride out with you.”

“That’d be mighty good of you,” Bill said.
“We’ll be ready ‘fore long. Ah! Here comes my wife and our young
travelling companion.”

“Mamma!” Bill called out. “Over here.”

Bill and Deaf Smith rose as the ladies
approached.

“Mamma,” Bill said as he took the cedar box
she had been carrying, “this is Captain Smith of the Ranger
Scouts.

“And this here’s my wife Annamerica Tucker,
and this young lady is her friend Betsy Lewis.”

“Folks just call me Deaf Smith. Glad to meet
you, Ma’am. You also, Miss.” He bowed slightly.

“You want us to just call you Deaf?” Mrs.
Tucker asked, puzzled.

“That’s what ever’body does,” he responded.
“Rightly, my name is Erastus, but ever’body just calls me Deaf.

“That’s a mighty unusual name you got, Mrs.
Tucker.” Smith continued. “Did I understand right, did he say
Annamerica?”

“That’s right. My pappy was at Fallen Timbers
with Mad Anthony Wayne. Him and Harrison, they evened the score
with them Redskins for what they done to St. Clair’s men. He was so
proud of his country and what they done that he swore he would name
his first young’un somethin’ like that. When I was little it used
to embarrass me, but now I’m older I’ve got used to it and I’m
kinda proud of it, to tell the truth.”

“It’s got a nice ring to it,” Smith said.
“And you’re name is Betsy Lewis, is it, Miss? Do you have family in
Texas?”

“No, sir,” She answered in a clear voice.
“I’m here because the man I’m going to marry came down here and I
want to be with him when the trouble is all over.”

“And who might that be?” he said.

“His name is James Thomas, sir,” she said.
“He has most likely been here over a month. Have you seen him?”

“James Thomas. Hmmm.” Deaf Smith pursed his
lips in thought. “Ya know, the name sounds familiar. Was he with a
bunch what come in from the Carolinas and Georgia?”

“I don’t think so. He would have been by
himself.”

“Yeah, that was the name,” Smith said. “He
come in about a month ago with some fellers from over thata way. I
remember him and one other feller was from way up in the north end
of Kaintuck, but the rest of ‘em was from someplace else.”

“You have seen him, then.” Betsy said, a
smile spreading.

“If it’s the same feller, he’s gone off down
to Victoria with Collinsworth. Ben Fort Smith is goin’ down
tomorrow. If you want to send him a note, the captain’ll be glad to
play postman for ya.” Deaf Smith said.

“Oh, that would be wonderful. When can I meet
this other Mr. Smith?”

“He’s right in thar with Sam Houston,” Smith
said.

The small group issued back into the office.
Houston was in close conversation with Jim Bowie. Both men looked
up. They all stood when they saw that Deaf Smith had ladies in his
company.

“Ya come back, eh?” Bowie said as they
entered.

“Fellers,” Deaf Smith announced, “this here’s
Tucker’s wife. Her name is Annamerica. She’s got somethin’ for you,
Sam. This here other young lady is Miss Betsy Lewis, an’ she wants
to talk to Ben.”

“Glad to meet you, Mrs. Tucker, Miss Lewis,”
Sam Houston gave a short nod. “What do you have Mrs. Tucker?”

“The ladies of Boone County Kentucky made
these for you.” She handed the little cedar chest to him.

Houston sat the box next to the map of
Coahuila y Tejas and opened it and unfolded one of the smaller
flags.

“Why this is marvelous,” Houston exclaimed.
“Our boys will be mighty proud of such a marvelous show of support
from the people of the United States. Thank you very much from all
of Texas.”

“Ahem, sir,” Bill interjected, “you oughta
dig in there a little deeper. There is somethin’ even better.”

“Is that right?” Houston lifted out the other
small flag then the large battle flag. With the help of one of the
other men, he unfolded it and held it up for all to see.

“This is truly magnificent, Mrs. Tucker.” The
astonished Houston smiled and went on. “I don’t know what to say.
I’m gonna keep this one for my own command.”

“Well now, that’s a first,” Captain Travis
spoke up. “I never thought I’d see Sam Houston with nothing to say.
On behalf of the regular army, Ma’am, I would like to express our
appreciation.”

“You’re mighty welcome, sir,” Mrs. Tucker
acknowledged. “There are a lot of the sons and husbands of the
Kentucky ladies down here. We want y’all to know we’re behind
you.”

A round of thank-yous echoed from the others
as Betsy stepped forward.

“Mr. Smith, sir,” she said. “My husband to be
is James Thomas. Captain Smith tells me that you are likely to see
him soon. If you’d be so kind, sir, would you please take a letter
for him?”

“We call this feller Colonel now, Miss
Lewis.” Bowie put in.

“Please, Colonel?” Betsy corrected.

“James Thomas?” the colonel answered. “Yes, I
remember him. That young fella from Kentucky, what came in last
month with that bunch from Carolina. I’m from Kentucky myself, born
up in Logan County. Deaf Smith here made ‘em all scouts and sent
them down to Dimmitt’s command in Victoria. Who was that other
fella from Kentucky that was with him?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Betsy said. The others
shrugged their ignorance, too. “As far as I know he was by himself.
He must have met up with someone on the boat coming down.”

“Seemed like they knew each other real good,”
Smith responded. “It was a young fella, about the same age, kind of
the sneaky type. Never did understand how those two could be
friends. You couldn’t ask for two men to be more different.”

“I don’t know who it could have been,” Betsy
said.

“I was going to head down that way in the
morning, but now it looks like I won’t be leaving for a couple of
days,” he said. “But I’ll take your letter to him the first chance
I get.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Back at the wagon, Betsy retrieved her
portable writing box from a chest and sat on the tailgate. She
extracted a sheet of paper and wrote:

 


To my Dearest James,

I hope this finds you in good health and
spirits. I am currently in Nacogdoches having just arrived in
Texas. I am in the company of Mr. and Mrs. Tucker, who have come
here to start a new life. Yes, I have come to find you.

There were many events that took place after
you left, too many for me to write in this letter. First and
foremost, I must beg forgiveness from you for my behavior on our
last encounter. I assumed the worst, James, and for that, I am
truly ashamed.

Your uncle diligently sought out the truth
of the situation with Sally McKee. She was in fine health, and had
been employed by an Aunt who had taken ill. Guy Clinton fabricated
the story about her condition to win my affections. I was so taken
by surprise, and knowing of Sally’s departure, feared the worst,
only to pay penance now for not having more faith in your loyalty
to me. Oh, James. I am truly sorry.

Sally’s father and your uncle confronted Mr.
Clinton and they compromised as to his punishment. Guy was forced
to leave Kentucky for ten years. For his deceitfulness, he must not
show his face on the homestead for that length of time.

Your uncle also determined that Guy and Will
Cutter were responsible for the incidents of slave stealing of
which you were accused. I knew nothing of those accusations, but
your uncle was sorely ashamed when the truth came out. He searched
for you to apologize, but by the time he talked to Mr. Tucker, you
were already gone. He is much aggrieved about it, James.

There is so much more I wish to tell you, so
much and not enough time. I must get this letter to Colonel Smith
in order to have it delivered it to you before you travel
further.

Sincerely and affectionately yours,

Betsy.

 


Betsy folded the letter and laid it aside.
Then took a fresh sheet of paper and began to write anew.

 


“I want to express my love for you, James,
and to that end I have written these little poems. I hope you will
receive them with the affection with which they are sent.”

 


She sang to herself as she wrote,

 


In my anger, I took what was not mine,

your pride, your trust and yes, your
love.

And in my shame, I know I must now pine

for I assumed the worst thereof.

 


My heart is now alone and destitute

Emptied the day you departed

My hope of reprieve firm and resolute

to restore that which we started.

 


My quest will not end, unless I should
die,

to beg forgiveness of my sin.

I turn my ear from the nightingale’s cry

and pray our love can start again.

 


Oh, the stars of the night shine so
brightly

on the trail to the place you’ll be.

The fire burning low and the embers’
glow

turn my thoughts to you and to me.

 


You offered me, from all of your being

the love you held deep in your heart,

but I, not trusting your integrity,

gave you sad reasons to depart.

 


I follow my love, and I trust in God

to guide me to where you will be.

I pray the embers that once were aglow

still burn in your heart, James, for me.

 


Betsy folded the two sheets together, lighted
a candle, and sealed them with a drop of wax. Within an hour, she
handed it to Colonel Ben Fort Smith, and minutes later the Tucker’s
started to the Rodriguez ranch. Annamerica drove the second wagon
with Betsy by her side.

“I been wantin’ to talk to you,” Mrs. Tucker
said, pausing to be sure she had Betsy’s attention. “From what I
saw back there in Nacogdoches, there are a lot of rough men
here-a-bouts. A girl could get herself in big trouble, with no man
to look out for her.”

“I can look out for myself, Ma’am,” Betsy
said confidently.

“Don’t you think that for a minute, young
lady,” Annamerica snapped. “You’ve never been around men like
these. Neither have I very much, but I’m atellin’ you, you ain’t
gonna be able to look out for yourself.”

“I didn’t mean to be snippy, Ma’am,” Betsy
said. “I just meant that I know that I’ve gotta watch out and I
will.”

“It’s not just you, Betsy,” she continued,
“it’s me, too. We have to look out for each other. Bill’s gonna be
away a lot and we don’t know anything about the men at the ranch
where we’re goin’. We got to stick with the older women ‘til we
know what’s what.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Betsy nodded. “I understand.
But I think things are going to be different here. We have to learn
how to look out for ourselves more. Bein’ careful is just part of
lookin’ out for ourselves. We are going to have to work without our
husbands doing everything. We’ll have land to manage, and so many
new ways to learn, we’ll be doing things we never dreamed of.”

“You’re right,” Mrs. Tucker said. Then she
smiled unexpectedly. “Me and Bill, we done that once already, you
know. When we started out on the farm, there was nothin’ there. We
cleared the stumps and the rocks together. It was hard, and it was
hard to pack up and leave it all behind too. But look at this land,
flat and rich soil. And now Bill tells me that we can get four
thousand acres of it. Our men are going to need us to do a lot of
things.”

“I want to get started learning as much as I
can.”

“I know you do. We both got a lot to learn. I
was just saying that we have to look out for each other.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“I’ve heard that these Mexican families are
marvelous in how they treat their ladies, but them varmints in town
ain’t to be trusted.”

“I’m glad we are starting life here with one
of those families,” Betsy said. “We can truly have a place to be
safe while we learn this country.”

“Don’t expect to be safe anywhere, Betsy,
‘til we see what things are really like,” Mrs. Tucker said.

“I’m glad you warned me.” Betsy nodded.

“If we stay too close together, we
won’t learn much,” Annamerica said with a grin. “If it wasn’t for
me being here, that young Mexican boy ridin’ along with us would be
over here wantin’ to talk to you. You’d have a chance to find out
just how they really act toward a lady.”

“You ain’t gonna leave me back here by
myself?” Betsy said in alarm.

“You can handle this team,” Mrs. Tucker said.
“Drivin’ a team is one of those new things you gotta do.”

Annamerica called out to Bill to stop the
wagons for a minute. She joined her husband and left Betsy alone
except for the oldest Tucker boy, who sat with his legs hanging
over the tailgate.

A few minutes later, Manuel Rodriguez
nervously sidled his horse next to Betsy’s wagon and introduced
himself.

 


 



 


Chapter 20




A Visit to Refugio

 


BACK IN THE FIRST WEEK of September, word had
reached Houston’s headquarters that the Texians in Copano had
captured a Mexican revenue vessel, the Correo Mexicano. Santa Anna
dispatched the ship there to restore Mexican authority after the
embarrassment suffered when Travis took over Anahuac. The Texas
schooner San Felipe and the tugboat Laura trapped the ship on
September first, in the Bay of Copano.

With this second humiliation, everyone knew
Santa Anna’s response would be swift and powerful. Houston started
at once to build a company of well-armed and mounted riflemen under
Ben Fort Smith.

Too late to intercept their enemy, Smith left
Nacogdoches for Victoria the morning of September twentieth, with
fifty recent volunteers. The men were a mixed lot, some from
various parts of the southern United States and some from as far
away as England and France. Among the group were two from
Tennessee, Zack Thompson and Long Bill Tyler.

That very morning, Santa Anna’s
brother-in-law, General Martín Perfecto de Cos, landed at Copano
with a battalion of five hundred mounted infantry. Once ashore, Cós
commandeered the office of the empressario of the Power and
Hewetson Colony, Mr. John Power.

“Buenos días, General,” Power said to his old
friend Cos as he entered his office and found the General already
there. “You have quite a force with you.”

“Sí, quite a powerful force.” The general
plopped down behind Power’s desk.

“My orders,” he went on, “are to repress with
a strong arm, all those who, forgetting their duties to the nation
which has adopted them as her children, are pushing forward with a
desire to live at their own option without subjection to the
law.”

“Now, that’s quite a speech, General,” Power
said, casually leaning against the door casing. “Sounds like you’ve
got those orders memorized, word for word.”

“I understand my orders quite clearly,
empressario,” Cós snapped. “It is best that the colonists
understand them as well.”

“Just what would you like me to tell them,
General?” Power asked.

“I want all in Tejas to know that our
government is in control of the situation here,” Cós told him.
“Warn them that I am here to reinforce the garrisons at Refugio, La
Bahía, and San Antonio de Béxar. When that is done, I will travel
to San Felipe de Austin and bring to justice all those traitors and
pirates who defy the government of el presidente Santa Anna.”

“I’ll try to remember all that, General,”
Power promised. “I may not get it all exact, but I won’t have any
trouble getting the idea across.”

Cós brought his fist down hard on the desk
and rattled the inkpot and quill. “See that they understand. I will
enforce absolute obedience to our orders.”

“I understand that part clearly enough,
General,” Power said. “I’ll pass the word.”

Power headed directly to Victoria and to the
warehouse at Dimmitt’s Landing. He found Dimmitt in close
conversation with several scouts. They all looked up as Power
entered.

“Well, John,” Dimmitt said, “we hear your
friend Cós is back. What’s he up to?”

“I’m afraid my friend Cós is not going to be
much of a friend from here on. He’s got four or five hundred
infantry and cavalry with him and says he going to reinforce the
garrisons at Refugio, Goliad and San Antonio de Béxar. When he is
done with that, he is going to take over San Felipe, too. Says he’s
gonna arrest all those ‘traitors’ and ‘pirates’ up there.”

A laugh went around the room.

“He’s gonna do all that with five hundred
men, is he?” Dimmitt countered with a grin. “Well, we’ll see how he
makes out.”

“He’s got a boatload of supplies and
ammunition,” Power continued. “Looks like he’s ready to take on
anything the Texians can throw at him.”

“No doubt he’ll be wantin’ to kill somebody
as soon as he can find an excuse,” one of the men put in. “He’ll
want to let ever’body know he means business—”

“Most likely, he will,” Dimmitt said. “What’s
he up to right now, John?”

“Still unloading supplies when I left,” Power
reported.

“He’ll seize every wagon in Copano to haul
the goods,” Dimmitt mused. “Hmm. The folks at Copano ain’t gonna be
happy with that. José, get some of the boys and clean out a place
in the back of the warehouse. Somebody’s gonna make off with a
wagon-load or two when the Mex ain’t looking, and they’re going to
need a place to put it.”

Captain Fannin spoke up. “We need to see
where he takes those supplies. He’ll probably take them to Refugio,
but just in case he heads straight for Goliad, we need to know
about it. When Cós goes to Béxar and San Felipe, he won’t be
hauling all that equipment with him. We’ll grab whatever he leaves
behind.”

“We need the ammunition, for sure,” James
Thomas observed. “But if we’re gonna take it we gotta know where it
is.”

“That’s where you come in, Thomas,” Fannin
told him. “You and Clinton here, you head down to Copano and see
where they’re going with it. Careful, don’t let ‘em see what you’re
up to. When you find out, you get back here and let me know.”

“Yes, sir,” James acknowledged. “Come on,
Guy.”

 


Less than an hour after Guy and James left
for Copano, Fort Ben Smith and his company arrived at Dimmitt’s
landing. But in the excitement of landing the Mexican supplies,
Smith forgot Betsy’s letter; it stayed in his saddlebags.

Before the day ended, two wagonloads of
powder and other supplies expropriated from Cos’ supply ship showed
up. They secured one in the space set aside in the warehouse. The
other, Dimmitt gave to Robert Coleman and his company of militia,
who started immediately for Gonzales.

The two scouts made their way to the docks at
Copano and waited. That night they slept in shifts so one or the
other would be awake see any developments. The wagons left the dock
as daylight next morning.

“There’s only two ways they are likely to
go.” James swung his leg over the saddle and waited for Guy to
climb onto his horse. “When they get wherever they’re going, we
need to stick around long enough to find out whether they unload
the wagons.”

“What do you mean?” Guy puzzled. “What
difference does it make if they unload or not?”

“If they unload, most of the supplies are
going to be left there. If they don’t, then most likely they’ll be
hauling them off again.”

“Oh, I see,” Guy said. “Then we won’t have to
stay and watch ‘em.”

“We’ll still have to stay and make sure,”
James explained, “but if we can report what we think is most likely
to happen next, then Captain Fannin can start making plans.”

James and Guy stayed well clear of the main
road, following the wagons on a parallel trail until they arrived
at Refugio. The two scouts watched from a grove of trees where they
could see the main entrance. When the gates swung open, they saw
the wagons in plain sight, parked sided by side behind the dirt
walls of the fortification. A short time later, the drivers brought
the horses out and put them to pasture north of town. They did not
unload the wagons.

“One of us oughta stay here and watch,” James
said, “but we need to get word to Captain Fannin. Which job do you
want, Guy? Do you want to stay here and keep your eye out, or would
you rather go and report what we’ve seen?”

Guy elected to take the message and by
pressing his horse, arrived at Dimmitt’s landing in a little over
three hours.

“Where’s Thomas?” Fannin asked when Guy had
finished his report.

“I don’t know, sir,” Guy said, in his usual
duplicitous manner. “I asked him to stay and keep an eye out, in
case they did something unexpected, but I don’t know if he stayed
or not. I’m sure he’s still there, sir,” Guy said, trying to sound
as unsure as he could.

“Get back over there and keep a close eye on
Refugio ‘til we can schedule a regular watch,” Fannin told him. “If
Thomas is still there when you get back, tell him to report to me
right away.”

Having cast suspicion on James, Guy grinned
with satisfaction as he started the forty-mile trip back to the
compound of Refugio.

The scouts had standing orders not to use the
ferry at the San Antonio River crossing, but instead, to travel a
few miles upstream where they could ford the river and reduce the
chance of the Mexicans taking notice. But crossing on the ferry
would cut a few miles off the trip, so Guy turned his horse in that
direction.

While mid-way of the river, Guy saw a squad
of six Mexican cavalrymen ride up to the landing on the far bank.
They seemed to pay little attention to him. As the boat settled its
nose on the roadway, the operator removed the guard rope and Guy
led his horse off. As he prepared to mount, the corporal in charge
brought himself to Guy’s attention.

“Pardon me, señor,” the corporal said. “May I
please ask your destination?”

Dimmitt had given each of the scouts a cover
story. He told them of several friendly Tejano ranchers in the
areas. When accosted by the Mexicans, they were to say that they
were going to one of these ranches to report for work. Guy’s cover
for this area was a rancher named Jesus Ramirez who’s hacienda lay
on the south side of the San Antonio River, about twenty miles from
Refugio. Ramirez hated Santa Anna, but he maintained a cool posture
and kept his true feelings hidden. He had agreed privately with
Dimmitt that he would support the story for any of the scouts who
needed his help.

“I-I-I’m going to Ramirez to work for
Refugio,” Guy squeaked.

“Perdón me, señor?” the corporal said, too
taken aback to be suspicious. “Perhaps I misunderstand, señor?”

Guy’s fears overwhelmed him. His knees went
weak, sweat broke out on his forehead. Grabbing the saddle-horn, he
tried to climb onto the horse. The corporal put a hand on his
shoulder to hold him back.

“I didn’t do anything,” Guy blubbered, “I’m
just going down to replace the spy. I didn’t do it yet and I’m not
going to. I’m going to go home.”

“Perhaps, señor, you will accompany me to el
capitán Sabriego. El capitán will have questions for you.” The
corporal understood now.

The six soldiers, still mounted, formed up
around Guy. He started to mount his horse. The corporal pushed him
roughly aside.

“I will care for your animal, señor. This
way.”

They led Guy slowly away from the landing,
riding with lances at the ready, in the direction of a tent with a
nondescript banner flying from its peak. He stumbled along between
them. In front of the tent, the corporal dismounted and entered.
The other riders held the prisoner in position until the corporal
returned.

“Step inside.”

The captain, seated behind a low table,
ignored him and continued looking at a map of the area as they
entered the tent. He did not look up until the corporal thrust the
prisoner up to the edge of the table. The soldier saluted
sharply.

“This is the prisoner as you ordered,
Capitán.”

Slowly, the captain raised his head and
looked Guy full in the face. Then suddenly he jerked his head back
and shouted, “What? Why are this prisoner’s hands not tied behind
his back, Corporal? He is a spy. Is that not correct? He is to be
shot, Corporal.”

“A thousand pardons, Capitán,” the corporal
stood at rigid attention. “I have erred. Shall I tie them now?”

“Sí, at once. And do not let this happen
again.”

The corporal produced a short piece of
rawhide from his belt and stepped behind Guy. He jerked Guy’s hands
and pulled the rawhide tightly around his wrists. Guy’s head swam
with terror. He felt his knees buckle.

Moments later, a bucket of water sloshed over
his face brought him awake. Two of the dragoons dragged him to his
feet.

“Put him in that chair. If this brave
Americano can not stand on his own, we will grant him the honor of
sitting while he is shot.” The captain was still seated as he had
been when Guy entered. “First, señor, there are a few questions you
will answer for me.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Guy whined. “They
told me to come down here and relieve a spy that’s already here.
But I didn’t do it. I haven’t done anything yet. I never got
there.”

“You are armed. You are a spy, and you are in
the area of my command. That is all that is required for me to have
you shot. But perhaps—just perhaps—there is one way that you can
avoid your well-deserved fate.”

“What can I do?” Guy grabbed for the glimmer
of hope. “I’ll do anything you say.”

“We shall see if you have any information
worth sparing your putrid life.”

Guy’s dry lips stuck together. He thought for
a moment that he would vomit.

“Now,” the captain shouted in his
face. “What are you doing here?”

“They told me to come down here to relieve a
spy that is watching the compound of Refugio, sir,” Guy
squealed.

“And just who are you referring to when you
say ‘they’? Give me the name of your commanding officer.”

“Captain James Fannin, sir,” Guy said.

“And just where is this mythical ‘Captain
Fannin’ headquartered?”

“He’s up at Dimmitt’s Landing, sir.” Guy
began to imagine how he could win his life.

“Dimmitt’s Landing, eh?” Captain Sabriego
leaned forward menacingly. “Is Philip Dimmitt a party to this
spying?”

“Yes, sir,” Guy answered clearly this time.
“He is. They are all in on it.”

Captain Sabriego allowed a small flicker of a
smile to play across his lips

“Listen to me, Americano.” Sabriego almost
shouted at Guy. “There is one way that you can save your life and
only one. You will co-operate with us in every detail. You will
tell us their plans. You will help us capture their spies and you
will warn us of any attacks they intend to make against us. If you
choose to do this, I will let you live.

“Not only will we let you live, but we will
pay you for your services. We have a supply of Americano dollar
coins. For each of your reports you will receive one of these
dollars.”

“I don’t want you to pay me,” Clinton said,
somehow feeling that accepting payment for his betrayal was more
dangerous.

“You will take your payment, Señor Clinton,”
the captain said, “and you will sign a receipt for it.”

“Sign?” Guy blubbered. “They’ll kill me if
they find out.”

“Exactly,” Captain Sabriego smiled. “I will
kill you if you do not take it. Here is your first dollar, Señor
Clinton.”

The captain reached into a small wooden box
on his desk, retrieved a coin and handed it to Clinton. Guy took
it, his hand trembling.

Sabriego spoke quietly in Spanish to a man
sitting at a table nearby. The man began to write in a neat hand on
a clean sheet of paper. When finished, he handed the page to
Sabriego.

“Now, as an employee of the Mexican
government, you are required to sign this receipt.” The captain
wrote something on the top of the page and then slid it across the
table to Guy.

“But—but, this is dated almost a month ago,”
Guy sputtered.

“You see, Señor Clinton,” Sabriego said
quietly, “we must have protection from your devious character. If
you choose to report this conversation to Captain Fannin, this
piece of paper will make it clear to him that you have been dealing
with us for some time.

“Understand this, Gringo. There will be a
continuing order for execution against you. If you fail me or if
you try to warn the traitors the order will go out to every Mexican
officer to shoot you on sight. If they cannot deliver the blow,
this receipt will find its way into the hands of the traitors. I’m
sure they will deal with you for us.”

“Yes—yes, sir, I understand. I didn’t want to
come down here to fight against you in the first place. My pa
forced me to do it. I told everybody that the Texians didn’t have a
chance. I’ll do anything I can to help you get this over with a
soon as possible.”

“When is this spy you are supposed to relieve
expecting you to arrive?”

“He most likely thinks that I should have
been there before now,” Guy said.

“Spies often must wait for things to develop.
You will have time before we act on that. First, you will tell my
scribe the names of every one of these traitors that you know. You
will tell him their strength and you will tell him where to find
them. You will tell him how much ammunition they have and how their
other supplies are holding out. You will also tell him all of their
plans that you know of. Then, we will go and capture the other spy
and you will be free to escape from our custody and return to
Dimmitt’s Landing.”

Guy cooperated to the best of his ability.
Fortunately for the Texians, he knew very little and what he
thought he knew, he embellished by wild speculation. He told of the
plan to capture General Cóz on the trail to Béxar, but added so
much to the tale that Sabriego dismissed it as ridiculous. He did,
however, learn the names of many of the leading Texians and tejano
supporters of the revolt. Guy informed on all of those whose names
he could remember. The captain’s eyebrows arched when he heard the
name of the tejano ranchero, Jesus Ramirez. Up to this point,
Sabriego had believed Ramirez to be a supporter of the central
government.

 


 



 


Chapter 21




A Chase Across the Plains

 


AN HOUR of questioning extracted all Guy
Clinton knew, so Captain Sabriego ended the interrogation. The
scribe gathered his quill and paper and retreated to his quarters
to compare Guy’s report with information from other sources.

“We will assess what you told us,” the
captain said. “If we find that you have lied, you will be shot. We
can do this, whether or not you have gone back to your friends. We
will find you and we will shoot you. Have no doubt in your mind
about that, señor.”

“I have not lied to you, Captain,” Guy said,
“and I will help you any way I can. I want this war over, too. I
want to go home to Kentucky.”

“Then this is what you must do,” the captain
spoke clearly, his heavy accent gone. “You will take us to this
other spy and you will help us take him into custody. Do not fail
us, Señor Clinton. Remember, you cannot escape. We have your
receipt.

“One more thing.” The Mexican Captain leaned
forward. “We will contact you in the future for more information
and you will not fail to cooperate. If, before then, you learn
something important that we should know, you will go to Rosita’s
Cantina in Guadalupe Victoria and ask for Miguel. Do you understand
what you are to do?”

Guy stammered and grew faint. “I understand,”
he muttered his lower lip trembling.

Captain Sabriego wanted to capture the other
spy personally, so he joined the corporal and the five dragoons. He
allowed Guy to mount his own horse and lead the way for the
eight-man squad to the area of the Refugio compound. Captain
Sabriego called a halt in a slight depression, out of sight from
the woods where James stood watch.

“Señor Clinton,” he said, “you will ride on
ahead as though you are alone, and relieve him. We will stay back
here in this arroyo out of sight. When he is relieved, he will
return by this same path, and we will be waiting for him.

“After we have taken him,” Sabriego drew his
sword and tapped Guy on the chest before he went on, “we will ride
forth as though we were going to attack you. You flee to the west
up the creek bed. My men will chase you. In the event that any
other spies are watching, we want them to see you escape. After
about a mile, they will lose you and return. You will go back to
Dimmitt’s Landing and report that your companion has been captured.
Report that you have escaped by the most daring effort and the most
fortunate of circumstances. I’m sure you will be convincing.”

“Does anyone have any questions?” the captain
looked around. They nodded their understanding of the plan and Guy
started over the embankment.

 


The shadows cast by the late afternoon sun
were long by the time James saw Guy approaching across the plain.
He was tired and hungry, the biscuits and jerky from his saddlebags
long gone. His horse, however, had had a grand day. She was well
fed and rested. She had spent the entire day grazing on the tender
grass around the area. James, anxious to be on his way, already had
the saddle on her back. He mounted as Guy rode across the
field.

“What took you so long?” James asked as he
rode up.

“There was a lot of jawin’ goin’ on,” Guy
explained. “They want me to stay here on watch and you to get back
as quick as you can.”

James, anxious to get back, started Tess at a
trot. He had not gone far when he pulled her to a stop. Ahead, just
over the first rise he saw several lance tips showing above the
embankment ahead. Instantly, he recognized the danger and reversed
course. At full gallop, he headed back toward the grove where Guy
hid.

A few precious seconds elapsed before the
Mexicans realized he was fleeing. They put spurs to their horses
and poured out of the ravine in hot pursuit.

“Guy,” James yelled. “You’ve been followed.
There are dragoons on my tail. Get outta there, they’ll be on you
in a minute.”

James’ horse thundered past the grove and as
he passed, Guy joined him. They sped off to the west, James in the
lead, followed by Guy, and both trailed by the seven Mexican
soldiers.

It was no contest. Tess, well fed, well
rested and a better horse, easily outdistanced the others. Guy’s
mount, motivated by the pace being set before him, almost kept up
for four or five miles. The Mexicans’ horses didn’t have a chance.
They had been ridden hard all day, and for the last twenty miles,
had no rest and no water. Although well handled, the horses were
heavily loaded, and exhausted from the long day’s work. After two
or three miles, they gave out and refused to run farther.

James saw that Guy’s horse was also tiring
rapidly, so he pulled up at a grove of cottonwoods near a creek
bed.

“In here Guy,” James yelled when the other
rider came close enough to hear. “There’s a pool of water under
these trees.”

Guy rode his horse down the slight bank to
the pool and joined James, who had leaped from his saddle. The
horses stood with their heads down heaving for several minutes
before they could drink.

“How’d you ever spot ‘em so soon?” Guy
asked.

“It was their lances,” James answered. “They
were sitting there with their lances sticking up in the air. They
must have spotted you coming in and followed you to see what you
were up to. I wonder what made them follow you here.”

“I can’t imagine why they followed me,” Guy
replied, nervously. “I never saw them ‘til they took off after you.
Maybe they were already here watching you when I rode up.”

“Maybe,” James mused. “Well, anyway, we can’t
stay here long. Let our horses blow a little and get a drink. Then
we better get to gettin’. We left ‘em in the dust quite a piece,
but they’ll be along again in a bit.”

In ten minutes, the horses had recovered. The
two scouts crossed the creek then started in the general direction
of the Jesus Ramirez’s spread, allowing the horses to walk at a
leisurely pace.

“Where are we headin’?” Guy asked. He bit his
lip and looked back over his shoulder.

“The Ramirez place is about twenty miles over
this way somewhere. Now we don’t want to leave a trail right to his
gate, so we’ll have to double back and confuse the tracks enough so
they can’t follow us, but that won’t be hard to do.”

“Oh,” Guy said with alarm. “Maybe we oughta
go back, after what happened. They might be waitin’ for us at the
Ramirez ranch.”

“Naw, we don’t need to worry about that.”
James responded. “They don’t know anything about señor
Ramirez.”

The pair traveled on for a few miles where
they saw a well-traveled wagon trail and followed it westward until
it crossed a dry creek bed with a rocky bottom. After a time, their
path intersected another wagon trail which they followed away from
the Ramirez ranch far enough to confuse anyone on their track.

Darkness overtook them as they rode up to the
banks of the San Antonio River. James did not know how far they had
to go to the Ramirez ranch. He had planned to follow the river
upstream ‘til they arrived at their destination, but with darkness
he decided that it would be more prudent to wait for morning. The
two camped in a small grove of trees on the riverbank without fire
or food.

Even before the sun rose they were on their
way again and were surprised to find the homestead of Jesus Ramirez
only about five miles upstream from their campsite. Near one of the
stock-pens a boy put out hay for the heavy uddered milk cows. James
identified himself to the young man by telling him the story of
reporting for work. The boy immediately showed them into the
presence of Don Ramirez.

“My name is James Thomas, sir,” James
reported, unsure how he should address the Spanish gentleman. “This
is Guy Clinton. Mr. Dimmitt told us that we should report to
you.”

“Ah, yes, Señor Dimmitt is an old friend,”
Don Ramirez said. “Please join me for breakfast, señores.”

Unsure if he should make any further
reference to their plight, James simply thanked the man for his
kindness. A servant then directed them to a washhouse where they
could make themselves presentable. When they finished, the servant
escorted them along a portico that encircled a single roomed
extension on the north side of the house. Their heels clicked on
the polished, hexagonal red tiles under their feet.

Turning a third corner, they found that the
verandah ended a few feet ahead. They were at an entrance to a
dining room. Attendants placed food on the large, handsome table
for Don Ramirez and several gentlemen seated with him. Their host
greeted them and introduced the other members of his group, then
invited James and Guy to join him. “You need hold nothing back from
these gentlemen,” Ramirez said. “My friends here are strongly
allied with the movement for the restoration of the
constitution.”

It took great willpower for James to restrain
his hunger enough to engage in conversation while he ate. Guy ate
quickly but said very little, looking over his shoulder at the door
from time to time.

They discussed the general situation around
Refugio, Victoria and Goliad at length. Then someone mentioned the
supplies unloaded at Copano.

“Does anyone know where they are stored now?”
one of the men asked.

“Yes, we know where the supplies are. That’s
where we were yesterday,” James told them. “The wagons are in the
enclosed compound of Refugio, but they have not unloaded them. We
think that means they intend to take them somewhere else.”

“Almost certainly they will move them to La
Bahía. Goliad has far better fortifications and will have much
better accommodations for the men he has with him. But they won’t
stay there either. Those four hundred men will be needed at San
Antonio de Béxar,” one of the men observed.

“Sí, the compound at Refugio is not strong
enough to defend,” Ramirez said. “Even with the reinforcements he
is bringing, the garrison is not dependable. He can not count upon
those men to hold if they are challenged.”

“Cós will be fortunate indeed,” another
commented, “if he can keep his own men loyal to him at Refugio.
Most of the people around this area support the constitution.”

“Now tell us, young man,” Don Ramirez turned
to James. “What happened to you and your friend at Refugio?”

“We were surprised by a squad of cavalry,
seven men in all,” James began, “Clinton here had just arrived from
Victoria. So, I suppose that they must have seen him and followed
him to see where he was going. He thinks they were already there
watching me when he rode up, but we just don’t know. Guy’s orders
were to take over the watch and maintain it while I reported back
to Dimmitt’s Landing.”

“One of my vaqueros rode in last night and
told me that he had seen Captain Sabriego and a squad return to his
camp late yesterday on exhausted horses,” Don Ramirez observed.

James went on to explain their escape and the
circuitous route taken to make sure no one followed them to the
Ramirez ranch. When he finished his story, the men discussed it in
quiet tones for a few minutes.

“You say, Señor Thomas that you were already
on watch when you, Señor Clinton, arrived. Is that correct?” A well
dressed gentleman sitting across the table addressed them.

“Yes, that’s how it happened,” James
answered. Guy nodded.

“That is very unusual for Captain Sabriego,”
the man continued, “to be so patient as to follow someone without
some specific information to motivate him. He is such a man of
direct action. It makes me wonder if perhaps he has had some help
in this matter.”

“What do you mean, sir?” James asked. “Do you
think that someone warned him that we were going to be there?”

“I wonder if that could be the case,” the man
said, nodding his head.

“I can’t imagine how, sir,” James said. “We
didn’t know where we were going ourselves. We simply set out to
follow the wagons. No one knew where we were until we got
there.”

“You had just arrived, Señor Clinton?” the
man turned his attention to Guy.

“Yes, I had just ridden in from Victoria,”
Guy answered, a bead of sweat forming on his upper lip. “I never
saw them. They must have stayed way back.”

“Could they possibly have followed all the
way from Victoria?” another queried.

“No, sir, I don’t see how they could have
done that without me seeing them.”

“That does seem unlikely,” another put in.
“Someone must have informed on you. Captain Sabriego would not have
the patience to follow someone without reason.”

“Can you think of anyone at Victoria who
behaved suspiciously?” Don Ramirez asked.

“No, sir, I can’t imagine anyone there doing
that,” Guy said. He could think of no one to betray and nothing to
gain by lying.

“We best all keep on the alert,” James added.
“If what he’s done is out of the ordinary for this Captain
Sabriego, there must be some other explanation.”

A few minutes later, when they had finished
their meal, James turned to Señor Ramirez.

“We appreciate your hospitality, sir, but we
should be getting back to Dimmitt’s Landing.”

“You are welcome to stay with us as long as
you like,” Don Ramirez responded.

“We would love to stay here, but we should
get back and let Captain Fannin know what has happened. Otherwise,
he might send someone else to Refugio. They might fall into the
same trap.”

“I understand perfectly, señor,” the Don
responded, “but please wait long enough for me to prepare a letter
for my friend Philip Dimmitt.”

They waited a quarter hour and then, with
sealed letter in hand, James and Guy mounted their horses and
turned them toward Guadeloupe Victoria.

 


 



 


Chapter 22




The Come and Take It Cannon

 


AS SOON AS his family settled in at the
Rodriguez Ranch, Bill Tucker started his two hundred seventy-five
mile trek to Gonzales. Juan Rodriguez provided a fresh horse, and
he was underway before sun-up.

Four men, also on their way to Gonzales,
joined him mid-morning, each carrying at least one rifle with one
or two pistols and the requisite hundred rounds of powder-and-ball
for each weapon.

Pressing their horses, the men arrived at
Gonzales on the afternoon of the twenty-seventh and immediately
reported to Alcalde Andrew Ponton.

“We heard you was expectin’ a ruckus with the
Mex,” one of the men said as they walked up to Ponton at the
blacksmith shop. “We figured we could help.”

“Most of us here in DeWitt’s colony,” the
mayor said, “have been tryin’ to avoid trouble with the Mexicans
for a long time. All we want is to hold to the constitution.”

“Have they done anything so far?” Bill
wondered.

“We heard what the Mexican army did to those
poor people over in Zacatecas. That made some of us uneasy, but
they hadn’t bothered us ‘til the last couple of weeks.”

“Zacatecas?”

“That’s a pretty good sized town over south
of the Rio Grande. They wanted to keep their cannon, same as we do,
to defend themselves against the Comanches.”

“Well, ol’ Santy Anny went over there to take
their cannon and they put up a fuss. He kilt durn near ever’ one of
‘em. Mor’n two thousand people.”

Bill’s jaw dropped; he felt an itch behind
his right ear and scratched it with his left hand.

“You s’pose they’d do that here?” one of the
men asked, knowing the answer.

“You can bet your bottom dollar they would if
they thought they could get away with it.”

“Well now, it looks like we better sleep with
our boots on.” He hoisted one of his pistols out of his belt and
sighted across his arm at a cactus nearby.

“You know,” Ponton said, “most ever’body in
Gonzales figured all this talk about how brutal the Mex was gettin’
to be was just talk put out by the war party. But now we seen it
first hand.

“One of ‘em was struttin’ around Adam
Zumwalt’s store t’other day,” Ponton went on, “and Jesse McCoy
didn’t get out of his way fast enough. So the Mex just ups and
busts him in the head with his musket. And he wasn’t satisfied with
whackin’ him, either. Before Jesse could get up, the Mex hauls off
and kicks him in the ribs a couple of times whilst he was
down.”

“Did it kill him?” Bill asked.

“No,” Ponton said, “but it made him plenty
mad. Made ever’one else in town mad too, but that ain’t all. We
went and got the Mex officer. But ‘stead of apologizin’, he sticks
up for the soldier. He threatened to arrest me and Zumwalt, too, if
we put up any kind a fuss about what he done.”

“What’d ya do?”

“Like I said everyone in town throwed a fit.
So we let him know there was not going to be any messin’ with me or
Adam Zumwalt, and if he wanted to keep that soldier out of jail he
better get him out of town.”

“Did they do it?”

“Yeah, he packed up the squad and took ‘em
back to Béxar,” Ponton continued. “But that wasn’t the end of
it.”

“You mean they came back?”

“They sure did.” Ponton gave a sharp nod to
his head. “It wasn’t the same bunch this time, but a few days
later, here comes five more of ‘em. They tell me that they are
going to take our cannon and if they didn’t get it they were gonna
take me. This time I sent somebody to get the militia and we got
the drop on ‘em.”

“Yep,” Bill said, “sounds like you’re gonna
be needin’ some help.”

“Yeah, I reckon we are,” the mayor replied.
“We got four of ‘em locked up in the jail house right now. We sent
the other one back to tell Colonel Ugartechea that we were keepin’
the cannon. You can bet they’ll be more of ‘em next time.”

“Deaf Smith told me over in Nacogdoches, this
was coming,” Bill said. “How many men we got here?”

“Not enough, that’s for sure,” Ponton
answered. “Even with you five, we still don’t have mor’n fifty or
sixty. I’ve sent out word to everyone around, tryin’ to get help.
We’ll just have to wait and see how many shows up.”

“You say this fight is over a cannon. I don’t
see any cannon on the walls,” Bill said, looking around the
rooftops.

“We wanted to make sure that they didn’t get
it even if they overrun us, so we buried it in George Davis’ peach
orchard.”

“Ain’t you gonna need it when they come
back?” Bill asked.

“Truth is, we don’t have enough powder to do
much good, anyway,” Ponton said. “We’re gonna have to hold onto it
with our rifles and pure grit.”

“We’ll do whatever we got to do,” Bill
assured him.

“See that feller comin’ out the door down
there?” Ponton said. “That’s Bill Arrington. He’s helpin’ me in
setting up the defenses. You fellers report in to him. He’ll tell
you where you’re needed most.”

The men did as the mayor instructed, and got
the job of filling bags with dirt to pile along the top of the
walls for reinforcement. It was hard work and hot in the broiling
sun, but they all recognized its importance and pushed themselves
to get it done. Exhausted by late afternoon, Arrington told them to
take refuge in an abandoned adobe house. They slept there that
night then started again the next morning at the first gray light
of dawn while it was still cool.

Throughout that day, several small groups of
volunteers came in to Gonzales. Edward Burleson and Elliot Wallace
each rode in with a small group, and around noon, John Moore
arrived with Zeke Williams and another ten men from their spreads a
short ways upriver from town.

“Men,” Captain Albert Martin, the leader of
the Gonzales militia yelled out from atop a low flat roof. “Gather
‘round a minute.”

The men all stopped their work and paid
attention.

“What’s happened?” one called up to him.

“You volunteers need some organizin’,” he
said, in a loud clear voice. “The regular militia, now, we got our
captain—that’s me. Just like you always do, you gotta elect your
officers. You fellers have done a good job getting ready, but we
need somebody in charge that’s got some experience. So you fellers
get together and figure out who you want runnin’ the show.”

The election named John Moore as colonel in
charge of the overall defense. Elliot Wallace became a lieutenant
colonel and Edward Burleson, major.

“Just hold off for a little while,” John
Moore told them. “Bob Coleman and his Injun fighters are comin’.
With them and what we got already, we can hold off anything the Mex
can send from Béxar.”

A light rain set in for next two days and
helped their defenses by raising the water lever in the Guadalupe
River.

Moore, now well satisfied with the
fortifications, had all available rifles, muskets and pistols
charged and placed around the perimeter. They covered the pan of
each weapon with a cow’s knee or a piece of oiled cloth to keep off
the moisture.

On the afternoon of the twenty-ninth, a
lookout sounded an alarm when he saw a wagon and riders
approaching. The group turned out to be a colonist named John
Cunningham, his wife and their three sons, two almost grown. The
ferry was still running, so the family crossed the river at once
and the man reported to John Moore.

Cunningham jumped down from the wagon as soon
as he saw Moore amongst those gathering around him. “The Mex has
got a whole company of dragoons on their way over here. I seen
‘em.”

Zeke Williams spat a huge squirt of tobacco
juice. It landed two feet from Cunningham’s boot.

“How do you know they’re all comin’
thisaway?” Williams asked.

“Like I said, I seen ‘em,” Cunningham
insisted. “Not only that, but I heard one of the men use the word
‘Gonzales’ while they was saddlin’ up. They also got a chuck wagon
with ‘em.”

“That busts it then,” John Moore spoke up.
“We gotta be ready. Did you hear anything else we oughta know
about, John?”

“There is over a hundred of ‘em,” Cunningham
said. “They’ve only got one supply wagon and I didn’t see any
cannon.”

“Well, that’s good,” Moore responded.
“They’re not planning on bustin’ down the wall. Did you see who
they got in charge?”

“It’s a young Lieutenant,” Cunningham
reported. “Feller named Castañeda.”

“You get some rest while we’re waitin’,”
Moore told him. “But let me ask you one thing first. Can them boys
of yours handle a rifle?”

“You bet,” Cunningham assured him. “They
stood with me ag’in a dozen Comanche last winter. The oldest boy
plugged one of ‘em, too. All three of my boys stood fast, even the
youngest one. He was only eleven at the time.”

“Then I’m gonna put ‘em on the wall ‘til we
see what’s what,” Moore told him. “I don’t expect we’ll hear from
the Mex today, though. We most likely won’t see anything of ‘em
before tomorrow. Now, y’all get some sleep. We’re gonna need you in
the morning.”

“Yeah, we better do that.”

Someone directed Cunningham and his family to
a quiet room where each of them immediately fell to sleep.

“Well now, that’s a good sign,” Moore said to
the others. “If they only put a lieutenant in charge, they’re still
trying to do this without a fight. All we gotta do this time is
hold our ground and he’ll back off.”

The following day, Robert M. Coleman arrived
with thirty Indian fighters, all well mounted and well armed. They
also brought that wagonload of poor quality Mexican powder and
lead, liberated by the reluctant laborers at Copano.

Coleman’s arrival lifted any doubt about
their ability to hold the cannon. With their newfound confidence
and powder, the militia dug up the cannon from its peach orchard
grave and after a good cleaning, took it to John Sowell’s
blacksmith shop. There, Sowell fitted it with a makeshift gun
carriage and wheels.

They had no shot for the cannon, so the
defenders gathered pieces of scrap iron from the blacksmith shop.
They broke up old horseshoes, bent bolts, rusty nails or whatever
junk metal they could find for use as canister. Then they lifted it
to the top of one of the flat roofs that projected above the wall.
Anyone crossing the Guadalupe could see it from the ferry.

No sooner had they hoisted the cannon to its
new place of prominence than another rider came in reporting that
the Mexicans were only a few miles away. John Moore organized a few
well-armed rangers to greet them. When the Mexican company rode up
to the ford, they found the river running bank full, the ferry
drawn up and secured on the other side and eighteen heavily armed
Texians grouped on the bank.

The lieutenant shouted a greeting across the
swollen river. “I am Lieutenant Castañeda from San Antonio de
Béxar. I have a message for the alcalde Ponton.”

“Well, Lieutenant, I am Joe Clements,”
shouted one of the men. “Mayor Ponton ain’t here. So I reckon
you’ll just have to deal with us.”

“Who is in charge while the alcalde is away?”
the lieutenant shouted, still trying to obey his orders to avoid a
confrontation if possible.

“I am,” shouted back John Moore. “What do you
want?”

“My orders are to return the cannon loaned to
you from the defenses of San Antonio de Béxar. You must now return
it as agreed at the time of the loan.”

“Oh, that’s what you want, is it?” John Moore
turned to his men on the bank. “What do you say fellers? Shall we
give it to ‘em?”

The men all grumbled their dissent except
Bill Arrington, who shouted back defiantly, “Thar she is.” He
motioned to the cannon atop the flat roof behind him. “Come and
take it.” For the rest of his life, William Arrington was known as
‘Come-and-Take-It Arrington.’

The Mexican officer was silent for a few
moments. Even with his one hundred soldiers against only eighteen
defenders, he knew he had no chance to make a successful crossing
against both the rapid current and a determined defense.
Fleetingly, he considered a sudden volley to wipe out the Texians
with one stroke, but his men were armed with musket carbines. At
that distance, the short-barreled muskets were not accurate enough
to allow one man in ten to hit his target. Moreover, most of the
Texians were expert marksmen armed with long rifles. They could, no
doubt, pick off one of his exposed troops with almost every shot.
This was clearly no place to jeopardize his men by engaging in
hostilities.

The Mexicans withdrew to make camp in a small
area of high ground about three hundred yards from the ford. They
thought they waited for the missing Andrew Ponton to return. In
fact, they were waiting for more reinforcements for the colonists
to arrive.

John Moore left the eighteen guardians at the
crossing and returned inside the walls of the town. “Well fellers,
the fat’s in the fire,” he announced as the men gathered around to
hear what had happened. “There’s gonna be a shoot-out for sure. But
this bunch ain’t gonna be nothin’ much to deal with. I got a good
look at ‘em from our side of the river an’ they just ain’t nothin’
to worry about.

“You fellers shoulda heard Bill Arrington,”
Moore went on. “When the Mex yells over that he wants the cannon,
Bill yells back at him, ‘Come and take it!’”

A cheer went up from the assembly.

“Ya know, fellers, we need a flag to let
ever’body know we mean business. Do you suppose we could get the
ladies to sew one up for us? They could put a cannon right in the
middle of it and the words Come and take it above and below.
What do you think, boys?”

Another cheer greeted the idea.

“My Molly’ll get it done,” one of the men
shouted. “Draw a picture of it, John. I know she can get some of
the ladies together and get it done, right off.”

John Moore made a sketch of what he had in
mind and handed it to the man. He dashed off down the street to
show his wife her new project.

“How many did there turn out to be?” someone
asked.

“There’s more of them than there is of us,”
he responded. “It looks like about a hundred—maybe a hundred fifty
all told, but they got nothin’ but carbine muskets. Get back a
hundred yards from ‘em and they might as well be thowin’ rocks. Now
I don’t want to run up against ‘em here in town armed like, that
‘cause they got bayonets, too. I think we oughta keep ‘em on the
far side of the river.”

Bill Tucker’s pride in his companionship with
the Texians soared. Inspired by their courage and determination, he
pushed his way to the front of the crowd. “We gonna go out and run
‘em off?” Bill asked.

“Most likely that’ll be the way it turns
out,” Moore answered, “but we oughta just keep an eye on ‘em and
let ‘em stew for a day or so—see what they do. Might be that
they’ll just pack up and go back to Béxar.”

“The river’s going to be going down in a
couple of days,” John Cunningham spoke up.

“Oh, we can hold the ford all right,” Moore
said. “Most likely they’ll go upstream a ways and try to find
someplace else to cross.”

“There is a pretty decent ford up at my
place,” Zeke Williams said, “It’ll be full now, but it’ll clear out
as soon as the ford down here does. We better get somebody up there
on our side to keep an eye on it.”

“Can anyone else think of a place where they
might get over?” Moore asked.

Several ideas came to mind among the group
and after some discussion, three were decided upon as
possibilities. Coleman dispatched three of his men as lookouts to
the suspected river crossings.

“Keep your eyes peeled, fellers,” Moore
concluded as the meeting broke up. “Make sure they don’t surprise
us.”

 


 



 


Chapter 23




Bloodshed

 


ON THE SECOND DAY, the first of October,
Castañeda saw the water receding, but the Texians still guarded the
opposite bank, so his prospects of a successful crossing had
improved very little.

He sent an Indian scout across the river to
learn and report conditions at Gonzales. The scout returned in a
short time and told of more Texians arriving all the time. Their
strength, he estimated, was now over one hundred forty with more
coming in. Castañeda knew he must find another place to cross the
river and soon.

The Mexicans broke camp and marched west
along the banks of the Guadalupe. Seven miles upstream, they found
the place they were looking for and made camp on a low rise on the
land of Ezekiel Williams.

The water level dropped faster and it looked
to the lieutenant that by morning his dragoons could ride across
easily. His plan to cross the river at first light and approach the
town from this new direction should surprise the colonist.

The Texians, of course, were aware of his
every move. As soon as the soldiers started west, Moore called the
leaders at Gonzales together and mapped out plans for an attack,
before the Mexicans could cross the river.

“Arrington, Tucker, Cunningham, I got a job
for you,” Moore shouted.

Bill Tucker looked around the group for John
Cunningham and when he saw him, they fell in together making their
way forward. He did not see the third man, but as they came to the
front of the gathering, Arrington stepped out of a nearby building
and joined the group.

“Fellers, we gotta know for sure what the Mex
is up to over there,” Moore told them. “What I want you three to do
is cross over before it gets too dark tonight and make sure that
they ain’t sneakin’ back.”

“We’ll do that,” Cunningham answered. “When
we know that none of ‘em are left, we’ll give out three coyote
yelps like the Injuns do.”

“That’ll do,” Moore said. “Then wait about a
minute and give out two more. That way we’ll know that you ain’t
some real coyote.”

“Coleman, take your boys upriver during the
night and wait on the bank opposite Williams’ place. After the sun
comes up, make sure that the Mexicans see you. That’ll keep ‘em
where we want ‘em ‘til I can bring the rest up. When you hear
firing, cross over and attack their flank.”

About seven o’clock that evening, the three
men slipped over the river down stream from the ford and then
walked back to where the Mexican camp had been. Finding no sign the
enemy had posted a watch at the abandoned site, Cunningham made a
thorough examination then startled Bill with the realism of the
three coyote yelps. While waiting the obligatory minute, they
continued to search the area but found nothing useful. John gave
the final two yelps, ending in an authentic trailing howl.

Under the weight of the horses, the planks on
the ferry creaked as the raft moved up against bank. Bill snubbed
its lead rope to a tree upstream. The men walked their horses
ashore, mounted and rode off to post themselves three hundred yards
away as sentries.

During the next hour, one hundred fifty men,
fifty horses and one cannon rode the ferry across, a few at a time
and began their march toward the encamped Mexicans. Their clothes,
now soaked by the dew and fog, clung to their bodies. The men
wrapped oiled cloth around their flintlocks and plugged the bores.
A half mile from the enemy’s position, they lay down under the low
trees and bushes to rest.

As the first gray dimness of dawn appeared,
Moore, accompanied by Zeke Williams and one of the rangers, crept
closer to the Mexican camp and took position in an arroyo, where
they could see both the river crossing and the enemy camp. Unseen
in the fog, Coleman’s mounted militia moved up along the other side
of the river.

In the Mexican camp, the soldiers confidently
formed ranks and prepared to make their crossing.

 


Moore motioned for the ranger with him to
come close.

“Go back and tell the rest of the boys to
move up,” he whispered. “And tell ‘em what’s happenin’, too, so’s
they’ll know to be quick and quiet about it.”

“Mex tend to get up way early in the mornin’,
when they got fightin’ to do,” Williams observed. “Good thing we
got a young lieutenant here. If he’d been a more experienced
officer, he’d have been gone afore we got here. More’n likely they
would have got right past Coleman, too.”

“We wanta make sure,” Moore said, “that we
find a place where our boys will have some protection before we cut
down on ‘em. Where do you think we oughta put our boys?”

“There is a gully over to the right about
three hundred yards.” Williams pointed to a rim just becoming
visible in the morning mist.

“Oh, yes, I see it. That’s a good spot,”
Moore nodded. “If the Mex pull back to that little rise there when
they see Coleman, like I think they’re going to do, we can put ‘em
in a crossfire from there.”

“They’ll be a good hundred and fifty yards
from us if we hold the gully and they hold the ridge. At that range
they won’t be able to hit the broadside of a cow with them
muskets.”

About that time, the Mexican column moved out
toward the river. Suddenly, a dog ran up in front of Moore’s hiding
place and began barking, drawing the attention of the Mexicans.
Almost at the same time, soldados closest to the river saw
Coleman’s mounted men. Confusion reigned in the Mexican ranks as
they fell back without orders. The Texians were not in position to
take advantage of the surprise, but the chaos in the Mexican ranks
was almost as complete as it would have been had they been under
fire.

About fifty mounted dragoons moved into
position to cross the river, but were too far from the waters edge
to see Coleman’s militia in the fog. They could see the dog though,
and some turned toward the Texians to investigate. Several men on
foot, running from Coleman’s, also fled in the direction of Moore
and Williams. As the Mexicans came closer, Moore lifted the
oilcloth from the pan of his rifle and pulled the plug from its
bore.

“Cut loose a few rounds, fellers,” Moore
said. “That’ll let our boys know to get on up here and it’ll
confuse the Mex even worse.”

He splashed a little powder into his pan and
drew a bead on the closest Mexican. The man, on foot, rushed toward
them in full panic. Moore squeezed off his shot while the man was
still two hundred yards away. When the Mexican sprawled face down
in the grass, his companions arrested their flight. Those on foot
started running back toward the river. The mounted soldiers
continued their charge.

Seconds later, the first of the Texian
riflemen ran up and joined the three in the gully. Their twenty
rifles delivered a volley into the charging dragoons. The fire
wounded only one of the Mexicans, but they all withdrew in
confusion almost equal to that of those on foot.

The first shots from their enemy sent the
Mexican troops out of control and fired the young Lieutenant
Castañeda into action. He drew his sword and ran to the front of
his men, shouting, cursing and threatening. Then did the one thing
he knew would regain control. Spotting a position that should be
easy to defend he ordered them to do something they wanted to do
anyway.

“Withdraw to the hilltop! Withdraw!” he
shouted and pointed to the rise where Moore hoped he would form his
defense. “To the hilltop … form a square on the hilltop.”

For the first time since the firing began,
the troops heard something they wanted to hear. They made a dash to
the position the lieutenant indicated. Within minutes, the entire
company had executed the familiar defensive square maneuver they
had practiced so many times in training. Their muskets pointed
outward toward the unseen enemy.

Coleman’s troops crossed the shallow ford and
rode out in clear view of the enemy. All of the Texians were still
well out of range of the Mexican muskets, but the Mexicans were
well within range of the Texian’s rifles.

“Form up along the river, men,” Coleman
shouted, as the mounted militia appeared one by one out of the fog.
“Space yourselves every ten or fifteen yards. Hold your positions.
Hold your fire.”

The thirty mounted Indian fighters made an
impressive array, strung out along the river for almost a quarter
of a mile. Each man carried a flintlock rifle capable of accurate
fire from three or four hundred yards, backed up by a pistol in his
belt and a Bowie knife. Lieutenant Castañeda knew that his company
had met their match right there in front of them, even without this
other unknown force coming up on their right flank.

“Don’t shoot!” A lone rider came galloping
across the field between the two forces. “Don’t shoot. I have a
message.” The voice was that of Dr. Launcelot Smither who had been
sent to deliver a message to the Mexicans the night before.

Smither spotted Moore along the Texian line
and rode up to him.

“The Mexicans don’t want to fight, John,” the
doctor said as he stepped down from his horse. “The Lieutenant
wants a parley.”

“How come you didn’t come back last night,
Smither?”

“I just did what you told me, Captain,”
Smither responded. “Besides, the Mex Lieutenant put me under
arrest. What do you want me to tell him? You willing to meet him
half way?”

“You ain’t gonna tell him nothin’. You’re too
all-fired friendly with the Mex to suit me. I heard you was
chummin’ up to that Mex colonel over in San Antonio, too,” John
Moore stormed. He motioned to two nearest of the Texian troops.
“You boys take this ol’ coot to the back of the ranks and keep him
there, under arrest, ‘til this is over with.”

“Well, if that don’t beat all,” Smither
sputtered. “Taken prisoner by both sides the same day. And all I
was doin’ was trying to keep you both from gettin’ your darn fool
heads blowed off. Well, go at it, ya blasted nitwits.”

As the two troopers led Smither away, he spat
a huge chew of tobacco over his shoulder in John Moore’s
direction.

Moore, busy getting the newly arriving troops
into the gully, did not give a response to the Mexican’s request
right away. Bill Arrington made his way down the arroyo to Moore’s
position.

“That Mex lieutenant is askin’ for a parley,
John,” Arrington said. “What do you want to do? Put a rifle ball in
his head?”

“No, no.” Moore answered, “We don’t want to
make this any worse than it is. We just want to make sure that they
know we mean business. Let him stew for a couple of minutes and
then tell him I’ll meet him half way. That’ll still be outside the
range of his muskets, case he gets the notion to have somebody
bushwhack me.”

“Capitán Moore!” the shout came from the
Mexican defensive square. “Parley, por favor!”

“Now, John, I know that Mex can speak
English. How come he keeps yellin’ in Mexican?” Williams asked.
“There is somethin’ wrong here.”

“Naw, I don’t think so,” Moore answered.
“Most likely his men are scared and he’s afraid they’re gonna break
and run. He just wants to make sure they all know that he’s makin’
terms with us.”

“Think so, eh?”

“Dunno, but that’d be my guess. Yell back
that I’m ready to talk.”

The two commanders met at a point halfway
between their armies, each with a piece of white cloth tied to an
empty rifle. Lieutenant Castañeda appeared, accompanied by his
second-in-command. John Moore walked up the slope with Ezekiel
Williams beside him.

“Capitán Moore,” Castañeda began. “Why are
you attacking me without provocation? I have no desire to fight
with the colonists.”

“No provocation?” Williams spoke up. “You got
an army on my land right this minute. Now I call that provocation
aplenty.”

“Now, hold on there, Zeke,” Moore cautioned
him, “We’ve got a bigger issue to settle here. Lieutenant, we have
no desire to fight with the central government either. But the
government is changed. A dictator has taken over and he’s going
back on the Mexican government’s word. We have a constitution that
provides a stable way of doing things. We are going to continue to
live by that constitution, and we are going to defend it.

“My orders, señor, are not to change your way
of life,” the lieutenant shook his head. “My orders are simply to
return the cannon that is on loan. It has nothing to do with the
way El Presidenté Santa Anna is running the government.”

“Oh yeah?” Moore arched his eyebrows. “Well
now, what happens when you come back with five hundred troops and
we don’t give you the cannon?”

“Do you really think that one little cannon
will make a difference if Colonel Ugartechea brings the full force
of all his army from San Antonio de Béxar to bear on Gonzales?”

“We’ll see what happens if he tries somethin’
like that,” Moore said. “Ya know, Lieutenant? What I don’t
understand is why good men like you put up with Santa Anna. He’s
not just tryin’ to wreck Texas, ya know. He’s wreckin’ the rest of
the country, too.”

“I must admit, señor,” the lieutenant said,
“that I do not agree with el presidente on every thing he does. I
am a federalist and would like to see the constitution restored.
You have my sympathy for your views. Let us not fight. Let me take
the cannon and we will go our way in peace.”

“You know better than that, Lieutenant,”
Moore said. “We’ve shed Mexican blood here today. There ain’t gonna
be no peace, now. Why don’t you and your men join us? With your
force and ours, we could take Béxar and with that we could rally
enough support to start a change that would bring back the
constitution and get rid of Santa Anna.”

“You mistake me, señor,” Lieutenant Castañeda
said, without hesitation. “I am a soldier. It is my duty to follow
my orders as given me by my government, no matter my personal
views.”

“Then we got a real problem, Lieutenant,”
Moore told him. “We ain’t partin’ with that cannon. And if you and
your men don’t pull outta here, we’re gonna have a shoot out. It
ain’t gonna be pretty from your side.” John Moore waved his hand to
indicate the thirty mounted militia who were still holding their
position in plain view along the river.

“Capitán Moore,” the lieutenant announced. “I
cannot withdraw without the cannon. The battle must continue.”

With that, he turned on his heel in his best
military manner and marched back to the defensive square.

“Well, what’d you make of that?” Zeke said
when the Mexicans were gone. “Gonna shoot it out with us. I can’t
believe he’d do that after the way his bunch turned tail with the
first volley.”

“Don’t count on those Mexicans being cowards,
Zeke. They were just surprised and confused for a minute. They’re
used to having orders for everything, and didn’t have any orders to
cover the situation. Don’t expect ‘em to be easy if we do have to
roust ‘em outta there,” John said. “They’re in a familiar defensive
position now, and they’re over their first surprise. If we rush ‘em
right now, we’re gonna have a fight on our hands.”

“Could be,” Zeke mused. “I ain’t seen no sign
of a panic since they settled into their square.”

“But we ain’t gonna have to do it,” John
assured him. “That lieutenant is bluffin’. Give him a few minutes
to think about it and he’ll realize there is only one way for this
to end if he puts up a fight.

“Think he’ll pull out, do ya?”

“Give him a way out. Don’t close up his rear
and don’t shoot none of his horses. He’ll pull out and head back to
Béxar when the shootin’ starts up again.”

“I hope you’re right, John,” Zeke
remarked.

“Let ‘em stew for a while. We’ll get Coleman
and all the rest of the commanders up here and go over what we’re
gonna do. One thing we don’t want here is a hundred dead Mexicans
if we can help it.”

Moore made a point of holding his
consultation with the company leaders in plain sight of the Mexican
defenses. After a few minutes, they all returned to their
units.

J.C. Neill, the artillery officer had the
“Come and Take it Cannon” rolled forward on its makeshift carriage.
The Texian gunners dumped in a double charge of the poor quality
Mexican gunpowder and then a small bucket of scrap iron from the
blacksmith shop. One of the men stood beside the cannon and held
the new “Come and Take it” flag over it. As Neill placed a match to
its touchhole, the cannon belched a hundred missiles.

In the gully, the men opened a sustained
rifle-fire on the Mexicans. At the same time, Coleman’s militia
began a slow advance up the slope toward their position. There came
a volley of musketry from the square. Clearly, every musket in the
square had fired at once. If they wanted to destroy the Mexican
force, this was the ideal moment.

With a sudden charge, before the enemy had a
chance to reload, victory would be theirs. John Moore was afraid
Coleman would take the initiative as he normally should and charge.
He jumped out of the gully and ran up the hill waving his hands at
Coleman just as the charge began. The Indian fighters held
back.

Lieutenant Castañeda saw the charge coming,
too and realized the hopelessness of his position. He ordered his
men to withdraw to San Antonio de Béxar. Moore yelled an order to
cease-fire. As the Mexicans gathered their dead and wounded, the
Texians stood at the ready, rifles charged, very slowly moving up
the hill toward the square being vacated by the Mexicans.

When the last man mounted and the procession
moved out across the plain toward San Antonio, a great cheer went
up among the Texians, none more hardy than the cheer from Bill
Tucker.

 


 



 


Chapter 24




Cós Moves Out For Béxar

 


WHEN JAMES AND GUY arrived at Dimmitt’s
Landing, they found Captain Fannin and four other men working on
plans for round-the-clock observation of the compound at Refugio.
Their conference ended just as the two entered the room. Their
warning was, indeed, barely in time. The four men were only minutes
from leaving for Refugio when Fannin canceled the mission.

They next searched out Philip Dimmitt to
deliver the letter from Señor Ramirez and waited quietly while the
merchant read the note, his face taking on a more solemn
expression. When he finished, he sat for a few minutes looking out
the window at nothing in particular, then turned to James and said
quietly, “Thomas, you and Clinton get over to Captain Fannin’s
office and let him know that I need to see him right away.”

“Yes, sir. We’ll get him,” James
responded.

“Then go on and get yourselves settled in,”
Dimmitt added. “This needs to be a private meeting.”

James and Guy went immediately to Fannin’s
office and delivered the message, then turned their attention to
getting their horses fed and watered.

“What do you suppose that’s all about?” Guy
wondered aloud.

“Darned if I know.” James shrugged his
shoulders and poured a bucket of corn into a Tess’s feedbox.
“Reckon they’ve got something to talk over that doesn’t concern
us.”

“Yeah, but what?” Guy muttered.

For the next several days, neither James nor
Guy were given significant assignments. Both continued their
training, but neither had an opportunity to learn what was
happening.

 


By the first of October, reports came in
daily of major developments in relations between Texas and the
centralist government in Mexico. Early that morning, two separate
reports arrived indicating that Cós had left the coast on his trek
to Goliad and that he had only about thirty men with him as a small
honor guard.

It looked like an ideal opportunity to
overtake and either kill or capture Cós and his men. Fannin wanted
to strike at once, but the cooler heads of Philip Dimmitt and the
alcalde of Guadalupe Victoria, Plácido Benavides, held him back.
Both men thought it seemed too good to be true.

Indeed, it was. Cós traveled with a small
guard, but the other five hundred men of his battalion were close
behind. Any strike at Cós while in route to Goliad would have met
with disaster. The leaders began working on a plan to defeat the
whole five hundred.

Word came later that day that Mexican troops
had arrived at Gonzales to seize the cannon. Dimmitt scrapped his
plan to attack Cós and his battalion and redirected the companies
being formed to Gonzales.

Reports of the impending attack on Gonzales
also motivated Cós to hurry his march to Béxar. He was sure that
holding Béxar was the key to power in all of Tejas.

At the same time, Captain Sabriego arrived at
Guadalupe-Victoria to seize a cannon there. He also had with him
the list of names provided by Guy Clinton.

He intended to arrest them one at a time. The
first name on his list was José Carbajal. Sabriego accused him of
being an enemy of the centralist government and demanded the
alcalde turn him over. As at Gonzales, the local people rose up to
defend the cannon. Benavides led the militia to face down Sabriego
and his men, refusing to surrender either the cannon or
Carbajal.

General Cós did not want a battle here on the
coast. It was far more important to support the garrison at San
Antonio so his orders to Sabriego were to retire to Goliad if he
met opposition at Guadalupe Victoria.

The officers were also fielding complaints
from the people of Victoria and Copano. They needed their cannon,
they said, for their defense against Indians. The citizens of
Copano also joined in to complain that the soldados had taken their
wagons, depriving them of their means of self-defense and of
earning their living. The negotiator agreed they could keep their
cannon, and that the wagons would be unloaded and returned to their
rightful owners. This later concession would cost the Mexican army
all those supplies so carefully guarded from Copano to Refugio to
Goliad.

 


With the other men going to Gonzales, James
was disappointed to find that he and Guy were left behind. They
were assigned to watch the Mexicans at Goliad and report when they
saw movement. These were important duties, but James wanted to be
in the action.

The two maintained their vigil through the
weekend but saw nothing of interest, then early on the morning of
Monday, the fifth of October, things changed. James heard chains
clanking and horses moving about in the compound. Lanterns moved
back and forth between the town of Goliad and the Presidio la
Bahia. He shook Guy awake.

“I think they are getting ready to pull out,
Guy.”

“It’s not time for my watch yet,” Guy
grunted.

“They’re doing something,” James told him.
“We gotta be up and paying attention.”

Guy took a drink from his water gourd and
rubbed his eyes. “They ain’t gonna leave ‘til sunup.”

“Get your spy-glass out of your saddlebag.
When it gets light we’ll see what they’re up to.”

Guy retrieved the glass as James had
suggested, and they settled down to wait.

As the light spread, Cós left Goliad,
accompanied by his battalion of dragoons. On each side of his
column at about a quarter mile distance, forty or fifty of the
mounted infantry rode a parallel course, regimental pennants flying
from their lances.

“I’ll bet he’s sorry now that he let those
farmers have their wagons back,” James observed, as they watched
the dust of the column disappear to the west.

“They didn’t have many wagons with them,” Guy
said. “Those supplies must still be there.”

“They didn’t leave much of a garrison to
guard ‘em either,” James said with excitement. “Captain Fannin is
going to want to know about this.”

“They must have some other plan to get those
stores moved up to Béxar,” Guy said. “We’d best be mighty careful
‘til we find out what it is.”

“No doubt they got something in mind, but
that’s not for us to worry about. That’s Fannin’s job. There’s
nothing left to learn here. Let’s get back to the landing and tell
‘em what we’ve seen.”

The twenty miles back to Dimmitt’s Landing
took less than two hours, and they arrived before the chill of the
fall morning was out of the air. As they approached, another group
of about fifty riders appeared, riding in on the road from
Gonzales. James and Guy reported to Fannin and within a few minutes
Ben Fort Smith, the leader of the men from Gonzales, joined
them.

“Cós pulled out this morning, Captain,” James
reported. “He took the battalion and all the cavalry with him.”

“How many men did he leave behind?” Fannin
asked, trying not to let his enthusiasm show.

“We couldn’t get close enough to tell, sir,”
James said. “But it couldn’t have been many, no mor’n twenty-five
or thirty. The column didn’t have many wagons to speak of, either.
Those supplies they brought up from Refugio are still there.”

“Now, that’s what we’ve been waiting for,”
Fannin exploded. “One of you get over to Victoria and tell Linn and
Benavides that I need to see them as soon as possible.”

“I’ll go, sir,” Guy jumped to his feet. He
finally had something important to report to his Mexican masters
when they contacted him.

“Thomas,” Fannin said, “you go to Matagorda
and let Collinsworth know what’s what. He has a company just
waiting for a chance to head ‘em off before he gets to Béxar. We
can’t stop Cós from getting to Béxar, but we can stop his
ammunition from catching up to him. You’d better get moving, it’s
seventy miles and you’ve got rivers to cross.”

James, excited by the prospect of an
important assignment, rode out immediately for Matagordo.

A few minutes after James left for Victoria,
Ben Fort Smith walked into Phillip Dimmitt’s office.

“Where’s that young Thomas feller?” Smith
asked. “I got a letter for him. Been carrying it around for better
than a week.”

“I’m afraid he’s already struck out for
Matagordo. You want me to keep it for him?” Dimmitt asked.

“Yeah, why don’t ya. You’ll most likely see
him before I do.” Betsy’s letter disappeared into the top drawer of
Dimmitt’s desk.



The mud in the low-lying roads made the trek
to Matagordo a hard one. All the rivers were too deep and wide to
ford, so he had to wait for a ferry across each of them. Finally,
early in the evening, James crossed the Colorado near its mouth and
arrived at the rebel’s camp near Matagordo.

In the meantime, Guy delivered his messages
to Linn and Benavides as he was ordered to do. Then he went to make
his report to the Mexicans. It was early on a Monday morning and he
found Rosita’s Cantina empty. He waited half an hour, then fearing
that Fannin would miss him, returned to Dimmitt’s Landing and
missed his chance to warn the Mexicans of the coming attack on
Goliad.

“Clinton,” Dimmitt said, immediately on Guy’s
return, “we have to get word to Houston of what’s happening here.
Take this letter to Nacogdoches and let him know as best you can of
what we’re doing down here.”

“Yes, sir,” Guy responded, his mind rapidly
grasping for ways to get the information to Sabriego. “I’ll get on
the way at first light.”

“No, we can’t wait ‘til morning,” Dimmitt
responded. “You’ll have to get on your way now. I’ll send a couple
of men with you to help out if you run into any trouble.”

“That won’t be necessary, sir,” Guy assured
him. “I can get there all right by myself.”

“No, this is too important to put on one
man,” Dimmitt said. “Hutchinson and Campbell here will go along
with you.”

Turning to the other men, Dimmitt said, “You
fellers get back here as quick as you can.”

“But, sir,” Guy whined. “It really isn’t
necessary to send anyone with me. I can get your message
through.”

“It’s best you have somebody with you,
Clinton,” Dimmitt insisted. “You fellers grab yourselves some
vittles and a couple of canteens of water and get on your way.
We’ve got no time to lose.”

In the street outside Dimmitt’s office,
Smith’s men were watering their horses. Zach Thompson looked up as
Guy mounted his horse and rode out of town with his two unwelcome
companions. He stared for a moment.

“Bill, lookee thar,” he said, punching Bill
Tyler’s arm with his elbow. “That there feller that just rode out.
I swannee! I do believe that is the bushwhacker that plugged you
back in Tennessee.”

“Nah! You think so?” Bill Tyler’s jaw dropped
open in amazement. “Ya sure ‘bout that?”

“Well, now, I cain’t be plum certain, but, it
sure looked like him to me. I want to find out who that was, ‘cause
I do want to get me a closer look see.”

 


 



 


Chapter 25




Ben Milam

 


AT MATAGORDA, James found Captain
Collinsworth and his men running balls. The company received three
kegs of powder and twenty ten-pound ingots of lead from the
supplies stolen by the unloaders of the ship at Copano. Each man
had two molds, one to cast balls for his rifle, and one for balls
used in his pistol. With his own mold, each could be sure he had
bullets the right size for his weapon. Their goal was for each man
to run one hundred balls for each of his guns.

James reported to Collinsworth, and found him
as enthusiastic as Fannin about the chance to strike at Goliad. The
captain climbed onto a wagon bed.

“Men,” he shouted. “The time we’ve been
waiting for has come. This scout has just come in from Goliad. Cós
has pulled out and he took the battalion with him. We can take
Copano!”

A cheer went up from the gathering.

“We can take Victoria and Goliad, too. Get
finished running those balls tonight,” he added. “We’ll head out
for Victoria first thing in the morning.”

Another cheer went up.

“Are we going to hit Cós on the trail,
Captain?” one of the men yelled out.

“I don’t think we’re ready for that yet,
boys. But we can take his supplies at Goliad. We can take his
harbor at Copano and we can shut down his bases at Refugio and
Lipantitlán. By then we’ll have enough men to get him out of
Béxar.”

The men pitched into their task of creating a
hundred balls each and finished it in a short time. After a hearty
meal, they settled in early for a good night’s sleep and a timely
start the next morning. James stayed with the company for their
march back to Victoria. He rode out to each settlement they passed,
explaining the situation and picking up volunteers. By the time
they reached Victoria, Collinsworth’s company had grown from fifty
men to over a hundred.

At Victoria, James found many of the citizens
opposed to a war. Although almost all wanted the constitution
restored, most did not want a complete break with Mexico. To
reassure them, Collinsworth carried the flag of the two-star state,
Coahuila y Tejas.

He also circulated a paper among them. Across
the top was written “Compact of Volunteers under Collinsworth,” and
it emphasized the goal of restoring the constitution. He asked each
man to sign the pledge to “take up the line of March for Goliad…to
stand firm to the Republican institutions of the Government of
Mexico and of Coahuila & Texas under the constitution of
1824.…” But only forty-nine of the one hundred and fifty volunteers
signed the document before the company moved on to Goliad.

With the assurance of the compact, many
tejanos joined the march. Silvestre de Leon, José Carbajal, and
Plácido Benavides with several friends reported to Collinsworth’s
company to join the march to the old Presidio la Bahia. James
scouted ahead until they arrived at Manahuilla Creek, just after
dark. They camped for their evening meal, and Captain Collinsworth
called the leaders together. While they ate and rested, they
discussed the next move.

“I’d like to see what we’re up against,” Ira
Ingram said. “Let me take a few men and have a closer look.”

“All right,” Collinsworth agreed. “Take
Thomas with you, he’s been scouting the area. He’ll know his way
around.”

The five-man scouting party moved ahead of
the main body by half an hour’s travel time. For the first hour,
the scouts saw no sign of anyone in their path, but presently James
saw something move in the moonlight. He placed his hand on Ingram’s
arm to get his attention and pointed.

They studied the area for some time and saw
nothing. James, sure he had seen something move, convinced Ingram
and they worked their way forward. Eventually, both became
convinced that either James had been mistaken or the intruder had
withdrawn.

“Musta have been an Injun,” Ingram whispered.
“Keep your eyes peeled, he might still be there.”

“I ain’t no Injun,” a quiet voice came from
under a mesquite bush nearby. “I don’t know who you are friend, but
I know you’re a Texian. My name is Milam.”

“Ben Milam!” Ingram exclaimed quietly. “We
all thought you was dead.”

The shadowy figure joined them from a few
feet away.

“You know Ben Milam, Thomas?”

“No, can’t say as I do,” James responded.

“Ol’ Ben here is Texas!” Ingram said,
“He’s been ever’where and done ever’thing there is to do in Texas.
Owned the first steamboat here abouts, even had his own colony
once. He’s from up your way, too. From up in Kaintuck someplace.
Ain’t that right Ben?”

“Cain’t hardly say I’m from Kaintuck
anymore,” Ben said. “I used to be from Frankfort, but I ain’t been
thar in a coon’s age.”

“What happened to you, anyhow?” Ingram asked.
“Last I heard of you Santa Anna had you locked up down in Mexico
City. I figured he’d have shot you before now.”

“Reckon that’s what he had in mind,” Milam
said, “but I busted out on ‘im”

“How’d you get up here?” Ingram asked. “Why,
that’s five or six hundred miles.”

“The guard that was watchin’ me had a horse,”
Milam said, “and since, when I got done with ‘im, he didn’t have no
more use for it, I figured I’d just use it myself.”

“How come you’re on foot?” Ingram queried.
“What happened to the horse?”

“Reckon I rode him too hard,” Milam
responded. “He up and died on me back there just after I crossed
the Nueces. What you fellers doin’ out here anyhow?”

“Well, Ben, it’s come down to a shootin’
match between us and the Mex,” Ingram said. “We’re scoutin’ their
garrison at Goliad. It’s loaded with all kinds of supplies and
ammunition that Cós left there. He’s marching on San Antonio right
now, and we figured to grab the stores before he gets back after
‘em.”

“You in command here?” Milam asked. “How many
men you got?”

“No, no, George Collinsworth’s in command.
We’re just scoutin’ ahead for him. He’s coming up with a hundred
men or so. On top of that, there’s Carbajal and Benavides with a
bunch of tejanos. They’ve got another forty or fifty all told.
They’re half an hour or so behind us.”

“Hundred and fifty, eh? You think that’s
enough to take Goliad?”

“It will be,” Ingram assured him. “We think
Cós only left two or three dozen troops here. That’s why we want to
take it before he wakes up and sends enough troops back here to
hold it.”

“What’s your part in all this, son?” Ben
turned to James.

“I was scouting around here when Cós pulled
out,” James said. “Captain Collinsworth thought I might know my way
around enough to be of some help. I don’t have much experience in
actual fightin’, but I do know where they have their sentries or at
least where they were posting them a week ago.”

“S’pose I just tag along with you and see if
there’s anything that I can do?”

“How far are we from the town?” Ingram
asked.

“I think we’ll be able to see it from the
other side of that grove of trees over there.” James pointed to
treetops outlined against the night sky.

The moon rose, letting them easily make out
the town and the old Presidio la Bahia when they got to the
treeline. Ingram took up a position with a view of the watchtower
and the other places James pointed to as spots he had seen
sentries.

“You better head back and let the captain
know that they’re getting close. Bring ‘em right up through that
open field past the trees. Then steer the captain around here to
where I am and we’ll see what he wants to do.”

“Hang on there, young feller,” Ben Milam
spoke up. “I want to go with you. I know George Collinsworth. I
want to let him know that I’m here.”

“Yes, sir,” James agreed. “Come along, they
can’t be far.”

With James in the lead they made their way
back to the main body in only a few minutes.

“James Thomas reporting, sir,” he said when
he got within earshot. “I got Ben Milam with me.”

“Ben Milam?” the captain said. “What do you
mean?”

“He means me, George,” Ben spoke up.

“Ben Milam, you ol’ coot! Where you been?
Last I heard of you, you just got shot by Santa Anna.”

“Well, looks like I ain’t quite dead yet,
after all.” Ben retorted.

“Found him out here under a mesquite bush,
playin’ Injun,” James joined in.

“We got some work to do right now, Ben,” the
captain said. “We ain’t got time to jaw, but soon as we get this
little piece of work out of the way, I want to hear all about what
you been up to.”

“Your scouts got the place under thar
eyeballs up here just a piece, George. S’pose I tag along and give
ya a hand? Then the fust thing I wanna do when we get done is get
me some vittles. I ain’t had a bite in three days.”

“Well, I reckon we can come up with somethin’
for you right now, Ben.”

“No,” Ben responded, “I’ll just wait ‘til we
get the Mex kicked out of Goliad. Then I could eat a horse, but
thar ain’t nothin’ like bein’ hungry to make a feller feel like
fightin’.”

 


 



 


Chapter 26




The Capture of Goliad

 


JAMES LED THE COLUMN forward along a low
depression until the outline of the town of Goliad and the Presidio
la Bahia stood against the backdrop of stars. The town lay in
complete darkness, but in the watchtower, one burning lantern stood
out like a beacon.

After walking only a few minutes, they
spotted the grove of trees where Ira Ingram and the scouts lay
hidden. James directed them along a row of scrub trees, where
sentries in the watchtower could not see them. As they drew near,
Captain Collinsworth held up his arm. Each man behind him did the
same and then stopped deathly still.

“Pass the word,” he whispered. “Quiet now;
check yourselves for anything that will make a sound when we move.
We gotta keep this quiet.”

“We’re ready, sir.” The word came back up the
line.

“All right, Thomas, show me where Ingram and
his boys are.”

James nodded, moved a few yards and then gave
the signal to warn Ingram. In the bright moon, they saw the scouts
a short distance ahead.

“Anything happenin’, Ingram?” the captain
asked.

“Not much,” Ingram responded. “They just
changed the guard in the watchtower. I saw a lantern go up, then
pretty soon it come back down again”

“Anything else?”

“I thought I saw a match strike over at one
of the other guard locations. Nothin’ other than that.”

“We got a lot of moonlight tonight. That’ll
help us when we’re ready to make the attack. But it might help them
spot us, too. Thomas, what do you think would be the best way to
approach without bein’ seen?”

James pointed to a rise in the ground between
the presidio and a gully. The little ridge ended at a point about
one hundred yards from the watchtower. He hid behind this same
hillock when scouting the place earlier. The men moved through the
arroyo, the rising ground between them and the fortifications.

“Thomas,” Captain Collinsworth said, “you
lead the way. I’ll be right behind you. Ingram, hold your men here
and cover our rear. If they have any patrols out, you may have a
chance to intercept, or at least warn us.”

“Ben?” Collinsworth turned to Ben Milam, “you
want to go in with me?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” the old man answered. “I
got me a Bowie knife, but nothin’ else. You got a rifle I can
use?”

“Here. Take my two barrel pistol,” the
captain offered. “It’s one of those new fangled cap locks. It’s
already charged and it don’t need primin’. Just blast away.”

“That’ll do.” Milam smiled into the darkness.
“I’ll stick right behind you.”

The men approached along the circuitous route
around the cleared area. Presently, they came to the point where
they would have to expose themselves to cross the path. James saw
Collinsworth’s arm raised against the stars to signal a halt.

“Hold up here a minute, Thomas,” he
whispered.

To James’ right, a large stone post thrust
into the sky, remnants of a long forgotten gateway. He stood behind
the post and waited quietly for further instructions.

“Hang on here and study the ground up ahead.
It looks like the moon might go behind a cloud. If it does, we’ll
try to get across in the dark before it comes back out again.”

James picked his line for a path. When he was
sure he had found a track they could follow in the dark, he
motioned to the captain and pointed out the way he would go.

Several small clouds danced in front of the
moon during the minutes it took them to traverse the arroyo. As
they waited, it seemed there might be no more. The light faded
three times, but sprang back to full brightness as the clouds
cleared away. Then, just as James thought the captain would give up
and charge across the field, everything went dark. It was eleven
o’clock on the night of October ninth.

“Go, go, go,” he whispered to all within
range of his voice. The word passed back down the line from man to
man.

James dashed forward. Even with no moon, the
outline of the presidio loomed against the night sky. When he
thought he was near the building, he slowed and held his hand in
front of him to avoid running into the wall.

The grass under his feet changed to a path
worn hard by soldiers making their way to various places around the
compound. James knew where he was and stopped before he ran into
the wall.

“We’re there,” he whispered to the first men
to appear behind him. It was Captain Collinsworth and Ben
Milam.

“Thomas, take three men and position them to
silence the guards when the attack starts.”

The men piled up at the edge of the pathway;
James picked the first three men and followed his orders. The
captain directed the others to conceal themselves by moving up
against the dark walls of the presidio. Almost a hundred Texians
packed against the building before the moonlight flooded the area
and the Mexican guard saw the rest of the men charging across the
open area. But, it was too late. Both he and the two ground level
sentries were already in the gun-sights of the Texians. Three
rifles cracked. The guards did not interfere with the advance.

James saw a faint light behind one of the
guard positions and knew the door used by the sentry was ajar. He
rushed for the opening, followed by Collinsworth, Milam and five or
six others. Inside the guardroom they found an officer with a
lantern in his hand trying to waken six men in various stages of
grogginess.

“Got you covered, you varmints,” Ben Milam
shouted. “Don’t make a move.” He placed the muzzle of the pistol to
the officer’s head. “I’ll take that lantern and that pistol. They
ain’t going to be doin’ you much good neither, hand it over.”

The Mexican officer spoke to the men and the
group shuffled back against the wall away from their stand of
muskets. Milam directed one of the Texian privates, who had just
entered the room, to tie the hands of the captured sentries.

Across the room, Collinsworth opened the door
and led all the newly arriving troops into the courtyard. Shouts in
Spanish from the second floor let them know that officers were
trying to get their men ready for combat.

“Stay together,” Collinsworth shouted. “Hold
up right here under this balcony ‘til we can see where they
are.”

Only three shots had been fired so far, but
all knew more firing was imminent. Sounds of Mexicans charging
their muskets rattled across the compound.

Ben Milam appeared beside the captain.

“Got them varmints took care of, son,” he
said. “Tied up and left four guards over ‘em. Figured what we got
to deal with here yet?”

“I hear them charging muskets, but we can’t
be sure where they are.”

“I hear a passel of ‘em moving around on the
balcony over our heads,” said Milam.

“Yeah, I hear ‘em. Most likely there is
another bunch on the balcony across the way. How many more men we
got ready to move in?”

“There’s about fifty still outside,” one of
the men said.

“Thomas,” the captain queried, “have you been
inside this compound before?”

“No, sir, I never have,” James answered.

“I know the place well, Captain,” one of the
men nearby volunteered.

“What’s your name, son?” the captain
asked.

“Gates, sir, Lucius G. I’m with Captain
Westover.

“All right. I’m sure Ira won’t mind me
borrowing you for a while. You stick with Thomas, here, and show
him where things are.” The captain outlined his plan. “You know the
two staircases from the courtyard to the balcony on each side?”

“Yes, sir,” Gates responded. “I know what you
mean.”

“They’re going to fire a volley any minute.
When they do, we’ll see their muzzle flashes and know where they
are. But instead of firing on ‘em, we’ll rush across the courtyard
and up the stairs. Try to force them to surrender before they get a
chance to reload.”

“I understand, sir,” James said, “but what
are we to do?”

“You get those men outside ready to go and as
soon as the Mex fire their volley, rush through the guard room and
out into the center of the compound then turn and engage that bunch
on the balcony above us.”

“Yes, sir,” James answered. “We’ll do that.
From what I can hear, it doesn’t sound like there are very many of
them.”

“No, I don’t think so, but we need you to
keep them off our backs while we capture the ones on the other
side,” Collinsworth said.

“Most likely they’ll duck back into the rooms
as soon as we fire,” James speculated. “Then we can deal with them
one room at a time.”

James moved quickly back through the
guardroom and outlined a plan to the men pressing at the door.
Suddenly, there was the clash of musketry from inside the
compound.

“Let’s go,” James shouted.

Half the men rushed through the room and out
into the courtyard. There they wheeled and trained their rifles on
the balcony. In the darkness, they could see nothing clearly, but
standing in the moonlight, they knew Mexicans could see them. He
imagined each of the faint shadows on the balcony was a Mexican
soldier with a musket pointed at him. The twenty-five Texian rifles
fired as one. In the flash of their muzzles, he saw men on the
balcony scatter for the doors behind them. The screams and curses
told them that at least a few of their shots had been
effective.

The second twenty-five men rushed through the
door behind Gates. According to plan, they split into two groups.
James and his men rushed to the stairway at the north end of the
balcony. Gates leapt forward to lead the other group to the flight
of stairs at the south end.

Across the compound, the sounds of shouts,
orders, and an occasional gunshot told them the other group had
engaged the enemy. James charged up the stairs and hurried along
the balcony. As he pressed forward, he stumbled over a wounded
Mexican sprawled on the floor in front of him. He stopped to give
warning to those behind him and scooped up the fallen soldier’s
musket.

The Texians who fired the volley from the
courtyard fell back into the shadows to reload. Across the
courtyard, six Mexicans manned another guardroom. These off-duty
guards, unseen in the darkness but with a clear view of the
Texians, bunched together under the opposite balcony. The Mexicans
fired a volley into the Texians, wounding five.

James, from his position on the second floor,
saw the muzzle flashes and told Gates to deal with them while his
troops captured the enemies in the rooms on the second floor. The
men with Gates could see nothing under the balcony where the
Mexicans hid, but they had seen the muzzle flashes and delivered a
volley, wounding three of the Mexicans. The rest fled into the
rooms behind them and the protection of adobe walls.

A great crashing noise rang through the
courtyard as a group of the Texians, using axes, broke through the
door into the Mexican commander’s quarters. Ben Milam and the
unwounded Texians from the lower level crossed the courtyard and
took Colonel Sandoval and the wounded Mexicans prisoner. Gradually,
the firing stopped, replaced by voices shouting in Spanish for the
garrison to surrender. With the colonel in custody, the rest of the
defenders laid down their arms.

The battle lasted about thirty minutes. While
most of the Mexican soldiers had been asleep, to their credit,
about half of them grabbed their weapons and tried to put up a
defense. The other half, however, leaped out the windows and fled
into the town with only their blankets wrapped around them. The
labadeños—the citizens of La Bahía—for the most part were
sympathetic to the Mexican and hid the fugitives through the
night.

It was a long honored tradition among
military forces of the time that soldiers could be paroled on
giving their word they would not rejoin the fighting. The honor of
one’s word was, among the Texians as it was with most military men,
valued more than life. Captain Sabriego, having local ties and
married to a labadaña, was thought to be a man of honor. On his
oath not participate in the war he was given permission to return
to his family at Goliad.

Captain Sabriego broke his word
immediately.

 


 



 


Chapter 27




La Vaquerita

 


“TELL ME, John,” Bill said, once Lieutenant
Castañeda and his men were out of sight. “How long do you suppose
it’s gonna take for me to get settled on a piece of land out
here?”

“If you claim a league and a labor from
DeWitt’s colony, like I did,” Cunningham said, “you’ll want to go
ahead and get your claim filed. But it won’t make any difference
‘til we get this all settled with the Mex. The claims will be with
the new country of Texas, so it’ll all be different. And if Santa
Anna kicks us out, there ain’t gonna be land for nobody.”

“All a good reason not to let him get away
with it then, ain’t it?” Bill mused. “My wife and kids are still
over at Nacogdoches. Is there any way I can get a house around here
so I can bring my family over?”

“There’s a cabin on the Guadalupe, just above
my place. It ain’t much of a house, two rooms and a shed out back.
You can use it if you want to. It’s on the land right above mine
and it’s empty, so’s you can claim it if it strikes your fancy. The
feller that was there never finished his claim before he pulled
out.”

“How far is it from town?” Bill asked.

“It’s about ten miles from town, but we’re
better’n halfway there. Want to ride on over and take a look?”

“Sure!”

With that, the two men rode upriver. On the
way they passed the Cunninghams’ well-kept place about three miles
above the site of the battle. The small house on high ground had
two outbuildings and corrals nearby. John had cleared the trees for
two or three hundred yards in all directions. A few head of cattle
grazed along the river.

“The cabin is just over the rise up there
‘bout two miles upstream from my place,” Cunningham said as they
passed.

They rode on for a few minutes, then as they
topped another hill, saw a cabin, quite similar to the Cunningham’s
on the next rise. There was a lean-to shed with a corral attached
for the livestock. Inside the cabin they found a usable table with
benches on each side. The fireplace still held its iron hook for
hanging a Dutch oven. Four three legged stools sat against the back
wall, all the abandoned furnishings in surprisingly good
condition.

“Got a loft for the kids, I see,” Bill
observed, “and darned if it don’t have corn husks already there for
‘em to sleep on.”

“Think it’ll do for you for a while, Bill?”
John asked.

“I couldn’t ask for anything better. How come
it’s empty, anyhow?”

“The Comanche come in on my place last
winter,” John said. “Fella named Ira Taylor lived here. He helped
me to run ‘em off. The Injuns never hit this place, but his missus
was so scared after that she just couldn’t live around here
anymore. They went back to Missouri.”

“This land ain’t been filed on, you say?”

“I don’t think so, but if I was you, I’d get
my papers in as quick as you can. Just to be sure.”

“The Injuns give you any more trouble since
then?” Bill wondered.

“Naw,” John answered, “but they’ll be back.
One thing you can be sure of, even if they don’t, we’re still gonna
have a fight on our hands. We’re gonna have to fight the Mex.”

Back in Gonzales, Bill filed the claim as
John had suggested. He then turned his horse northeast to return to
the Rodriguez ranch near Nacogdoches.

When he arrived, he found his oldest son and
the two Rodriguez boys practicing a cavalry charge together. They
were charging tumbleweeds, using the long poles in the way the
dragoons used their lances. Juan Rodriguez instructed the boys.

“Howdy, Señor Rodriguez,” Bill said, as he
rode up.

“Ah, Mister Tucker,” the man said. “You
returned. A rider came this morning and told us about your fight at
the Williams place. Congratulations on a job well done.”

“I see you’re giving my boy a little what-for
in horse soldierin’.”

“Sí,” the tejano smiled. “The Mexican army
has dragoons to support their infantry. Most of our men are on
foot, and those that are riding horses have no military training.
On the open plains, Cos’ dragoons would ride our men down and cut
us to eh…”

“Ribbons?”

“Sí, ribbons. Juan Seguin is trying to
organize a regiment of vaqueros to give our foot soldiers
the protección of cavalry.”

“I was thinkin’ about that,” Bill said, “when
we faced off with those dragoons at Gonzales. If we hadn’t moved up
on ‘em during the night and got the drop on ‘em, it could’ve been
mighty tough on us.”

“My sons want to join this new regiment,”
Rodriguez continued. “They handle the horses very well but I want
them to learn to handle the lance before I let them go. Your son
is, of course, too young to join, but he wants to learn the ways of
the vaquero. So he exercises with us. I trust that meets with your
liking, señor?”

“That’s all right with me, Mr. Rodriguez,”
Bill replied. “We’ve all got a lot to learn about life hereabouts.
I haven’t been up to the house yet. Right now, I’d like see my
wife.”

“I understand, señor. La Señora Tucker is in
the main house. La Señorita will not be there at the moment. She is
out riding.”

“Riding?” Bill queried skeptically.

“Sí. She has insisted we teach her to handle
the horses.”

“You don’t say?” Bill gasped. “What on earth
does she want to do that for?”

“She says that the women of this new country
are going to have to learn new things. That they will have to work
with their men in all the things that they do,” Rodriguez said.
“Las señoras say they are trying to discourage her, but in truth I
think they are pleased,” he said with a slight smile.

“You mean she’s out learnin’ to handle a
horse and herd cattle just like the men?” Bill asked.

“Sí, the vaqueros are out with the herd now,
selecting horses for Señor Seguin’s regiment. La señorita Lewis
insisted on going along with them and assisting in the
roundup.”

“Why, she never sat a horse in her life. How
could she be doing that so soon? She’s only been here three
weeks.”

“Señor Tucker, she is a very spirited young
woman. She convinced my son, Manuel, to let her ride his horse the
very first day here. She has been in the saddle every day since.
Now she even dresses like the vaqueros. She is wearing the clothes
of my younger son, even his chaps and sombrero.”

“And you say that your wife, nor mine neither
one, could do anything to slow her down?”

“In truth, Señor,” the older man shook his
head, “both say they are doing everything to convince her to be
more lady-like and give up this idea. But I think that they are
both secretly proud of what she is doing and are making a weak
effort.”

“Well, we’ll see about that,” Bill said
firmly. “I’ll have a talk with Annamerica about this.”

“Sí, Señor Tucker, I’m sure you will,” Juan
Rodriguez’s smile was contagious. Bill Tucker let an embarrassed
grin spread over his face.

“Yeah,” he said with a chuckle. “I’ll do
about the same amount of good that you have.”

“I do not make light of your dilemma, Señor
Tucker. I would be very concerned if it were my own daughter, Inez,
or if like you, I had the burden of caring for la señorita.”

“There’s not much I can do about it,” Bill
said. “She’s not really my daughter, and I am not responsible for
what she does. We’ve all taken a liking to her, though, and I’d
hate to see her get into trouble.”

“These American girls are making for a bad
influence for our daughters. My daughter Inez lives a traditional
life. She has grown up in the company of her mother and the other
women of the house. Our family arranged a marriage for her with the
son of another rancher when she was young. Even if I should die
before she is grown, she is secure and she has hope for a good
life.”

“American girls would never hold still for
that,” Bill observed. “They’re gonna make up their own minds about
who they’re gonna marry.”

“I know that is your way. And I know that
your way of life is coming,” Señor Rodriguez admitted. “But I would
like, while I live, that my daughter should live in the way of her
mother and her grandmother. I fear that seeing Senorita Lewis doing
these things, she might feel she should be allowed the same.”

“Your way has got a lot to be said for it,”
Bill admitted. “Right now I wish Betsy could be more like your
ladies. I wish she could see the trouble she might cause. Truth is,
though, I don’t have much say over how she—or Annamerica either for
that matter—looks at things like that. You won’t have to worry
about it much longer, though. I’ll be gettin’ ‘em out of here in a
couple of days. I’ve got a place for ‘em to live over at
Gonzales.”

“I have enjoyed having your family here,” the
rancher said. “I must tell you, though, I will be much relieved to
have la señorita somewhere else. Perhaps not so much for the sake
of Inez, but more for the trouble she will cause one day for Martín
and Manuel.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean, Mister
Rodriguez,” Bill nodded.

“Please, Señor Tucker, we know each other
now. We are both fathers. Call me Juan.”

“All right, Juan, and you call me Bill.”

“Bill, I will miss you. Now I do not mean by
that I want you to stay,” Juan said, laughing.

“All right, Juan,” Bill chuckled. “Anyhow, I
better get up to the house and let the wife and kids know that I’m
here. When you see our little vaquerita, send her on up to
the house. Even if it won’t do any good, I’d like to have a little
talk with her.”

“Hasta
tardes.”

“See ya
later.”

At the ranch house, Bill had only a few
minutes to visit with his wife and the two boys when they heard the
drumbeat of many hooves. Looking from their second floor window
they saw four riders working a herd of about fifty horses toward
the main corrals. Each of the four riders had their station around
the moving herd. Their voices sounded occasionally above the din of
the horses.

The riders each wore the traditional apparel
of the tejano vaquero, their saddles equipped with the high
roping horn and high thigh-buck. Today there were no saddlebags or
bedrolls attached. The straps that usually held them were tied
behind the seat bucket. A strap to the left of each saddle held a
neatly coiled lariat.

In their right hands, each held a short piece
of rope used to encourage the crowding horses to keep their places
in the flow. Their left hands held the reins that controlled the
movements of their spirited mounts. With perfect coordination, the
four riders maintained their positions and kept the thundering herd
in place. Together they maneuvered the rushing stream of horseflesh
smoothly and quickly into the three open corals.

Watching the four work together, Bill
realized why Juan Seguin wanted these men for his cavalry regiment.
They were already trained in the hardest part of a horse soldier’s
job, that of cooperating with other horsemen to carry out a
pre-planned strategy in a stressful situation.

With the herd securely in the corral, the
riders dismounted and started walking their mounts toward the water
trough. Bill noticed that the riders showed one of their number
considerably more attention than the others. A feeling of
open-mouthed wonder came over him as he understood that the fourth
vaquero was actually a “vaquera.”

Bill and his wife watched in fascination as
they heard the shouts of adiós and hasta mañana.
After much shaking of the heads and animated banter, one of the
Rodriguez boys took over the servicing of Betsy’s horse. Bill
recognized him at once as Juan Rodriguez’ oldest son, Manuel, a lad
no more than a year older than Betsy. She turned and with a wave of
her hand walked to the side of the house and disappeared through an
entrance without seeing the Tuckers in the window.

 


After a bath, Betsy appeared on the verandah
wearing a checkered blue cotton dress with white ruffles around the
collar and sleeves. The garment was one of two that she and Mrs.
Tucker had each made since their arrival in Texas. The pointed-toe
slippers were made for her by Amos, the blacksmith, back on the
plantation, one of the few frivolous items she packed in the wagon
for the trip from Kentucky.

That evening before dinner, everyone gathered
in the cool shade of the verandah to hear Bill tell of the
adventure at Gonzales. Both the Texian colonists and the tejanos
were excited and pleased at the outcome. After a while, one of
housekeepers called them to supper and, as the group started into
the dinning room, Betsy approached Bill.

“Have you seen James?” she asked. “Have you
heard anything about him? Did he get my letter?”

“I don’t know. He wasn’t at Gonzales and I
didn’t hear a word about him.”

“Did you see Colonel Smith?” she asked.

“Yeah, he and his men were there, but I
didn’t talk to him.”

“He’s not going to know where to find us,”
Betsy said in despair. “Maybe he got my letter and doesn’t even
care.”

“Don’t you worry about that. When he hears
that you’re here, he’ll track you down. Right now, let’s get some
vittles. After supper I want to have a talk with you, young
lady.”

“What about?” Betsy said innocently.

“It’ll keep ‘til it after supper. Let’s
go.”

The subject, surprisingly, did remain quiet
until the meal was finished. El señor Rodriguez carefully steered
the conversation away from la señorita Lewis by introducing some
new, interesting topic when talk began to turn to anything that
might bring the mention of her. They talked about the activities at
Gonzales and the likelihood of re-establishing the Constitution of
1824, but not about the round up of the horses or about la señorita
desafiante, the defiant young lady.

The meal finished, Bill got up to follow
Betsy as she left the room for the verandah. Annamerica caught up
to him, saying, “I know you want to talk to Betsy about that horse
business, but let’s do it upstairs in our own rooms.”

“Why, sure, Mamma,” Bill said. “It might be
better if we had that talk all by ourselves. You fetch Betsy and
I’ll go tell the young’uns to leave us be for a while.”

After a short time, Bill returned and they
made their way up the tiled stairs to the second floor balcony and
into their rooms. They seated themselves on the sofas that lined
one corner of the room.

“Now, young lady,” Bill began. “Just what
have you been up to while I was gone?”

“What could you mean, sir?” Betsy asked.
Then, “No, no. I know what you mean. You’re worried about me doing
men’s work with the horses. Let me tell you why I’m doing what I’m
doing.”

“Well, I hope you can,” Bill said.

“It was clear enough to me,” she said in a
serious tone, “as soon as we got to Texas that this country is
going to be different from anything we’ve ever even thought about.
Women here are not going to be able to live in their houses and let
the men take care of everything outside. We are going to have to be
able to do everything with our husbands. So we need to learn
how.”

“Mrs. Rodriguez stays in her home and she
leaves the work on the ranch to her husband and her sons,” Bill
commented.

“Yes, but they have been here for
generations,” Annamerica spoke up. “When we made a farm out of that
rocky river bottom in Kaintuck, you needed my help, too.”

“That’s sure true enough, Mamma,” Bill
admitted. “But you didn’t go out herdin’ horses with strange men.
And you didn’t go around dressing like a man.”

“Now just a minute, Bill Tucker,” Annamerica
said. “When we was moving them rocks outta the field, I wore your
clothes, big and baggy as they were on me. And I shore did drive
that team of mules to pull the stumps while you was cuttin’ the
roots with the ax.”

“What she’s doin’ is different, Mamma,” Bill
insisted. “Don’t you see that? Don’t you, Betsy?”

“No, sir, I can’t see how that’s any
different at all,” Betsy said, hoping she sounded less defiant than
she felt. “This is a different country and the things we will have
to do are different, but it’s not going to be any easier.”

“Bill,” Mrs. Tucker said, “Mr. Rodriguez is
worried that his daughter is going to be influenced by Betsy’s
doin’s. But his wife has kept them apart after the first day here.
She hasn’t tried to stop Betsy from being around her boys,
though.”

“I don’t understand that at all,” Bill
said.

“Well, she talked about it a little,”
Annamerica said. “She doesn’t want her daughter doin’ what Betsy is
doin’, but she understands why Betsy thinks she has to learn all
these things and she agrees with her. She says that the American
girls are going to be here and her boys are going to have to learn
how they act. She can’t imagine one of her boys wantin’ to marry an
American, but with so many of them coming here, she thinks that may
happen too.”

“Maybe the way Betsy is actin’ will make them
appreciate the Mexican girls better,” Bill observed with a
grin.

“Uh, Bill,” Annamerica said, hesitantly, “the
Rodriguezes like to be called tejanos, instead of Mexicans. They
say that as long as Santa Anna or Iturbide or anyone like them is
running Mexico, they don’t want any part of it.”

“You don’t say?” Bill marveled. “I didn’t get
that idea from what I heard at Gonzales. I heard Moore call them
tejanos, but I didn’t know— I figured it was some kind of
insult.”

“When el señor Seguin was here last week,
they made a big point of being tejanos, not Mexicans,” she
continued. “They are both convinced that this will end in a
complete split with Mexico.”

“Most everybody in Gonzales wants to stay
part with Mexico. They just want ‘em to go back to the
constitution. The real thing we were fightin’ for was the right to
keep our guns and to defend ourselves from the Indians.”

“Neither one of ‘em thinks there’s any chance
Santa Anna will back down,” she said. “They say there is even less
chance that we are going to let him take our guns.”

“Amen to that. They’s more than one reason we
need to keep them guns, Mamma. us Americans know that for
sure.”

 


 



 


Chapter 28




Bill Sets Out for Béxar

 


“NOW, BACK TO THIS BUSINESS of Betsy doin’
all this men’s work. I reckon you girls might be right, but that
don’t make it easy. We still gotta figure out how we are going to
keep her from gettin’ into a peck of trouble,” Bill said, lifting
his hands in frustration.

“I don’t think she is gonna have no trouble,
Bill,” his wife insisted. “She’s just doin’ what I did when we were
younger. The trouble here ain’t that Betsy is doin’ anything wrong.
It’s just that we are livin’ in somebody else’s house. Now, that’s
gonna make trouble anyplace.”

“Maybe you’re right. Mamma. You are right,”
Bill admitted.

Then, turning to Betsy, “That sure was a fine
job of herdin’ the horses this afternoon.” Knowing he was beaten,
he allowed himself a proud grin. “If you do marry and settle down
here and you can do that kinda thing, it’s gonna do you and James
both a heap of good. Just like Mamma did, pushin’ them mules for
me.”

“That’s what I want to be able to do,” Betsy
said. “When James and I get our land, I want to be able to do
whatever has to be done. Workin’ horses and cattle is gonna be the
first thing I need to learn.”

“You’re doin’ a might fine job of that, for
two weeks,” Bill said. “But it may not be the first problem you run
up against. From what I hear, the Comanche is more trouble than the
Mexicans.”

“She’s been learning somethin’ else, too,”
his wife said. “I been showin’ her how to handle a rifle.”

“You have?” Bill marveled. “Why, you ain’t
never fired anything but that old musket.”

“No, but you spent a lot of time showin’ me
how to use it right when we thought the Injuns were going to come
in on us.”

“You done mighty fine, too,” Bill said, with
a smile. “Good thing for them Injuns that they never tried our
place.”

“That rifle we got now ain’t all that
different,” she said, “and I been showin’ Betsy what I know. From
what Mrs. Rodriguez tells me, it’s way more likely that the
Comanches will burn out a lone rancher in these parts than it was
for the Shawnees to hit us in Kaintuck.”

“Y’all amaze me more ever’ day,” Bill said.
“You really think that this little girl is gonna be able to fight
off the Comanche?”

“Tomorrow morning we’ll go out on the grass
and I’ll show you,” Betsy put in.

“I can’t wait to see this,” Bill said.

“I want to take the wagon,” Annamerica said.
“I don’t want to wear men’s clothes, and I don’t want to get into a
saddle in a dress.”

“Well, I’m sure gonna wear my men’s clothes,”
Betsy insisted. “It is so much better gettin’ around in the
mesquite and thistles.”

Bill sighed. “Well, if you’re doin’ as good
with a rifle as you are with horses, you’re doin’ all right,” Bill
said. “First thing in the mornin’, you show me what you’ve learned.
I reckon I’ll just have to overlook the clothes.”

 


Early the next morning, Bill, Annamerica and
Betsy went out to a nearby dry creek-bed. Bill stopped the wagon at
a spot where they could see a cow’s skull on the opposite side that
had washed up in some past flood.

“Now thar’s a target for you,” he said.
“Think you can hit that?”

“Not with that old musket, I can’t,” she
answered, “but with the rifle, I just might.” She stepped down from
the wagon and picked up an English rifle from the wagon box. Manuel
Rodriguez had loaned her the weapon. She slipped the powder-horn
strap over her shoulder. Attached to it was a small charging horn
and a loading block with ten pre-patched and greased balls. In a
small sheath sewn to the strap was a patch knife.

She pulled the hammer back to half-cock,
splashed a small amount of powder into the pan from her horn and
closed the frizzen. Next, she placed the butt of the rifle firmly
against her left toe and in almost one motion she quickly filled
the charger from her powder-horn, recapped it and poured the charge
down the barrel.

With her right hand, she lifted the ramrod,
while with her left she placed the loading block over the muzzle.
Next, she placed the tip of the ramrod on one of the balls in the
loading block. She let her hand slip down the ramrod until it was
only four or five inches from the end. Gripping it, she pressed the
ball out of the loading block and started it down the muzzle.

Lifting the ramrod slightly she let the
loading block fall back to the strap around her neck. Using both
hands, she rammed the ball down solidly against the charge. With
the ball seated, she replaced the ramrod in its pipe then
immediately swung the rifle to her shoulder, pointing in the
general direction of the target. Her right thumb fell atop the
hammer and pulled it back to full-cock.

With the weapon resting easily on her
extended open left palm, she took careful aim at the cow’s skull
and squeezed the trigger. She held her aim steady while the powder
in the pan burned and ignited the charge.

“I think you hit it,” Bill almost
shouted.

Betsy was not waiting. She opened the frizzen
and splashed another prime into the pan and closed it, then brought
the rifle butt down next to her left foot, repeated the previous
steps and fired again. The second shot took her less than half a
minute.

“You hit it again.”

Betsy started through the process again. This
time Annamerica stepped up to her.

“Wait a minute, Betsy,” she said. “Remember
what I told you about sparks in the barrel. You gotta swab it out
if yo’r gonna fire another round so soon. There will be all sort of
fouling after two shots. See all that black stuff around the
touch-hole?”

“Yes Ma’am, I remember,” Betsy said
breathlessly. “It gets exciting when it’s happening, and I forgot
for a second.”

“That’s all the more reason to do it the same
way every time,” she told her student. “A spark could set off the
charge as you pour it in. Swab it out before you take another
shot.”

“You mean you showed her how to shoot like
that?” Bill asked.

“She was goin’ to let Manuel show her but I
wouldn’t hold still for it. His mamma wouldn’t either.”

“So you decided to show her yourself,
eh?”

“I just showed her what you showed me,” she
responded. “I think she learned a little faster than I did, but
that’s all we did. She’s practiced every day since she talked me
into showin’ her how.”

“It’s been years since you fired that old
musket,” Bill wondered, “How’d you ever remember all that?”

“Ya know, I always figured that them Injuns
really were gonna come in on us, someday. I thought about it a lot
and even got the musket down and went through the steps once in a
while for practice when you wasn’t home.”

“Have you been firing this rifle, too?” he
asked.

“A few times,” Annamerica smiled. “Want me to
show you? Here Betsy, let me have it.”

By this time Betsy had finished swabbing out
the bore with a wet linen cloth and then again with a dry one. She
cleaned the touchhole with the pickler and handed the weapon to
Mrs. Tucker.

In her long dress, Annamerica found
maneuvering the rifle a little more difficult, but went through the
process quickly and evenly. Betsy kept the powder-horn around her
own neck. She splashed the pan and filled the charging horn. Mrs.
Tucker placed two balls into the cow’s skull with the same
efficiency as her young disciple.

“Well, now, if I ever wondered what to do if
the Comanche come at us on our new place,” Bill laughed, “I guess
the only fair thing would be to warn ‘em off ‘fore they get
theirselves hurt.”

“I know we have to wait a while, Bill, but
when we get our 640 acres, I want to be ready,” Annamerica told her
husband.

“See, Mr. Tucker,” Betsy said, “I haven’t
spent all my time chasin’ horses while you were gone. Mrs. Tucker
and I have both been learning what we’re going to need to know here
in Texas.”

“What? You been herding horses too,
Mamma?”

“No, Bill, I’m too old for that and besides I
got the boys to take care of.”

“Well, I’m glad you girls let me see what you
can do,” Bill remarked. “I don’t imagine it’ll come to havin’ a
shoot-out with the Injuns, but if it ever does, with you two and
the boys it sure won’t be easy on ‘em. I sure hope you gals haven’t
forgotten how to take care of a house, though. Our new cabin is
gonna need some of that women’s touch.”

“Yes, but that’s a long way off. We could
face up with Injuns before we ever get a place of our own, Bill,”
she answered, “or we might have to face Mexicans.”

“Well, now. Suppose’n I was to tell you about
a little cabin up Gonzales way, on the Guadalupe, Mamma? Suppose’n
I already put a claim in?” Bill said.

“Oh, Bill! Really?” Annamerica squealed like
a girl Betsy’s age and put her arms around her husband. After
things settled down, she and Betsy were bursting with
questions.

“Let’s get on back to the house. I’ll tell
you girls about it on the way. We gotta get ready to leave for
Gonzales tomorrow. I gotta get us another rifle and a couple of
saddle horses too before we light out.”

“Manuel says that I can keep this rifle,”
Betsy said.

“That’s not a good idea, Betsy,” Annamerica
opined. “He might get the wrong idea. It just ain’t no good to go
takin’ presents from no man unless you’re wantin’ to be friendlier
with ‘im than you been up ‘til then.”

“Manuel’s a nice man. He doesn’t mean to be
forward or anything,” Betsy said, in surprise.

“Hmm… ‘man’ huh? Well, if you don’t take a
present from him, maybe he won’t start meanin’ somethin’
either.”

“If you don’t think that it would be right,
ma’am,” Betsy said. “I won’t take it.”

“Mighty smart thing, too,” Mrs. Tucker
said.

A few hours later, Bill approached Juan
Rodriguez to negotiate for the purchase of a good riding horse with
saddle and bridle. The mount selected and the money exchanged, Bill
said, “I’d like to buy another rifle too, if you’ve got one you’d
be willing to sell.”

The tejano hesitated a moment.

“Señor, I have been thinking of something—I
know that la señorita has declined to accept the gift of a rifle or
clothing from my son and I must say I am relieved. My son should
learn not to offer gifts to la señorita under such
circumstances.”

“What ya gettin’ at, Juan?” Bill queried.

“There was a young Americano here, last
winter, riding herd for us. One night, the Comanches came to steal
our horses and took his scalp. Other vaqueros were nearby and
arrived in time to shoot two of the Indians and scatter the rest.
They were too late to save the young Americano’s life but they did
recover his horse and his rifle. It is a Pennsylvania rifle like
the one you have.

“So,” he continued. “Rather than sell you
another rifle, señor, I would like to present the entire
equipo, that is the horse, saddle, rifle and all to la
señorita Lewis. Perhaps as a gift from mi esposa y yo, she
can accept.”

“That’s mighty fine of you, Juan,” Bill said.
“Betsy’s takin’ her lead from Annamerica. I’ll let ‘em know what
you’ve offered. I’m sure she’ll be happy to let Betsy accept your
offer.”

Juan Rodriguez shook his head in dismay.

Los Americanos, he thought. How can
it be that a man will ask his wife how things should be done?
“Sí, muy bien,” he said aloud.

Shortly, Betsy and Annamerica arrived to
return the borrowed rifle and suit of clothes. After a short
discussion with Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguez, Annamerica gave her
approval and Betsy accepted the gift of horse, saddle and
rifle.

 


During the ten days it took to travel from
the Rodriguez ranch to Gonzales, Betsy busied herself making a new
set of “men’s clothes.” With a little help from Annamerica, she
fashioned a serviceable suit from durable gray cotton fabric the
family had brought from Kentucky.

At the Cunningham house, they stopped to meet
their new neighbors. The ladies took a great liking for each other
and by the time the Tuckers continued on to their own cabin later
in the afternoon, Mrs. Cunningham had loaded them down with some of
her ample harvest of vegetables and dried fruit. She even sent
along a few chickens to give their new farm a start at becoming a
home.

 


When Bill finished making minor repairs to
the cowshed and corral, he rode into Gonzales to see John Moore and
find out what plans were in the works.

He was too late.

General Austin had ridden out two days
earlier with every man he could muster for the siege of Béxar.

In a handbill tacked to the wall of the
general store, Austin had left word for all men who came in later
to come to Béxar as soon as possible. He asked that they bring a
canteen for water, a rifle or shotgun, enough lead for a hundred
shots and as much powder as they could lay their hands on.

Immediately on getting the news that the army
was already gone, Bill set out for home to get his equipment and to
let his family know he was going to join the fight. Preparing two
water gourds, he filled them and hung them on his saddle horn. He
began the task of dividing the gunpowder and shot, setting aside
enough for each of the weapons he was leaving behind

“I’m going with you,” Betsy said
suddenly.

“No, you ain’t,” Bill responded. “This is
going to be a war. I cain’t be takin’ no young’uns.”

“I’m not a young’un, Mr. Tucker,” Betsy
replied hotly. “There are a lot of women that stay with the
armies.”

“Yes, there are camp followers with every
army, but that’s not what that you really want to do. A war ain’t
no place for a girl lookin’ for her beau.”

“I can help, I know I can,” she responded. “I
can cook and mend clothes. I can take care of the sick. There are
lots of things I can do.”

“Besides,” Bill said, “we don’t know that
James will even be there. They tell me a lot of the men are over at
Goliad. So I’m tellin’ ya, you ain’t goin’.”

Bill went back to the task of dividing a
portion of the weapons, powder and shot to be left with the
family.

The Tucker family had only three weapons, the
Pennsylvania long rifle, the old musket they brought from Kentucky
and Betsy’s rifle given her by Mr. and Mrs. Rodriguez. Betsy’s
rifle would provide one good weapon for their defense while Bill
was away. The musket would be practically useless for him on the
plains, so he decided to leave it with his wife. In the event of an
Indian attack, one more firelock of any kind might be crucial.

That would leave Mrs. Tucker, Betsy and the
boys to defend the farm in case of trouble. Satisfied that he had
taken every reasonable precaution, Bill mounted his horse and
headed for Béxar.

 


 



 


Chapter 29




The Fight at Cunningham’s Barn

 


BETSY AWOKE with a start, not sure what had
jarred her from her dreams. A sound? She lay still in the darkness
listening.

She had plenty to keep her on edge. The war
with the Mexicans preyed on everyone’s mind and now they had been
hearing rumors of Red Hawk, the Comanche chief, threatening
trouble. That rumor convinced her and the women from the Tucker and
the Cunningham families to join forces for mutual protection.

They’d selected the Cunningham ranch as the
most secure and moved in together. The children would handle the
livestock and chores; the ladies would share the other work around
the place. Isolated here on the Guadalupe River, the nearest
town—Gonzales—was ten miles away, their nearest neighbor half the
distance toward town.

She heard the sound again and sat upright. It
was an almost inaudible thud, followed by the soft nickering of one
of the horses.

Her feet hit the floor and she scurried to
the end of the loft to remove the round venthole cover. The faint
light from a thin sliver of pre-dawn moon showed her the barnyard.
Nothing seemed out of place.

A coyote or a mountain lion after the
chickens? Indians, on the prowl to steal the horses?

She slipped into her dress, felt her way down
the stairs and around the wall of the first floor room. She located
Annamerica’s cot. Betsy placed her hand on the older woman’s
arm.

“Shh,” she cautioned. “The horses are making
a fuss. There’s something going on outside.”

“Did you look out?” Annamerica sat up, eyes
wide.

“Couldn’t see anything.”

“It’s just a coyote.” Annamerica sounded
relieved at the thought. “If we make a little noise, he’ll most
likely take off.”

“If that’s all it is I could just bang on a
pan or something.”

“Don’t do that.” The quiet voice from across
the room surprised both women. Sarah Cunningham stirred from her
cot. “If it turns out to be Comanches, that’d just be a warning to
‘em. Comanches don’t leave. Once they set their sights on
something, the only way to get ‘em off it is to shoot ‘em.” Sarah’s
voice sounded grim and determined.

“What should we do?” Annamerica asked.

“First off, we gotta find out if it is Injuns
or not. If it is, we don’t want to let ‘em know that we’re on to
‘em. They’d just burn us out if they thought we’d put up a fight.
If it is Injuns, you can bet that they saw John leave and figured
it was just me and the kids. This is how they come at us last time.
Middle of the night tryin’ to steal our horses.”

“I’ll slip outside and see what it is,” Betsy
volunteered, acting braver than she felt.

“You’re just a little slip of a girl,” Sarah
said. “You can’t do that. One of us women has got to do it.”

“No, no, I can do it,” Betsy insisted. “I’m
younger, so I can see better, and I’m littler, too. There’s not so
much chance of my getting caught.”

“She’s right,” Annamerica said. “Put on those
man clothes of yours. You can get around better in them. Don’t
worry about her, Sarah; she can do it. While she’s getting her
clothes on, let’s you and me load the rifles.”

Betsy made her way back up the stairs and
changed into trousers and a shirt. She carried her boots down the
stairs to avoid making noise. By the time she returned, the two
older women had four rifles and the musket charged and ready. Betsy
pulled on her boots, pick up her own rifle and dropped the shot bag
and horn over her shoulder.

“It’s a good thing you showed me how to use
this,” she said to Annamerica. “If it is a puma, maybe I can tack
his hide to the barn.” Betsy smiled, still working to muster her
courage.

The children began to stir in the other half
of the loft. Betsy waited by the door while the women made sure
they stayed quiet.

Outside in the shadow of the porch roof, her
back to the wall, she made her way around the corner. Keeping the
house between her and the barn, she crossed an open area to the
shadow of the chicken house.

Not a sound from the chickens, the first
target for any marauding coyote. She moved along the building until
the barn came into view. The sight of the cow and calf standing in
the corral squashed the puma theory. The cow stood, chewing her
cud, the calf on its feet beside her. Neither showed signs of
alarm.

All right, there’s only one thing it can be.
Indians.

Betsy took a deep breath, her heart hammering
beneath her breasts. She didn’t feel so brave all alone out
here.

In the faint moonlight, a black square on the
side of the barn told her someone had left the door open. From
inside the tall wooden structure, the horse nickered again. Using
the shadow of one of the wagons, Betsy crept to a haystack some
fifty yards from the wide-open, dark entrance.

From inside the building came a sharp thump,
like metal falling against wood. She saw someone, or something,
moving in the open door. Then an Indian stepped out into the
moonlight. In his hand, he held an ax. He looked toward the house
and her heart raced as she gasped and drew back, careful not to
make a sound.

 


Inside, Sarah Cunningham also saw the
Indian’s dim form appear from the shadows. She removed the caulking
from the firing slots on the side of the cabin facing the
outbuilding.

“Tom,” she said, addressing her son in her
quietest voice. “Get that old pistol your pa hung up over there.
Make sure that the flint is all right then charge and prime it. Now
you be quiet about it.”

“I’ll get it, Mamma,” the boy whispered. When
he finished charging and priming the pistol, he laid it on the
floor next to his mother.

“Now, make sure that your rifle is ready,”
his mother reminded him. “When the ruckus starts, you get off one
shot and then you spend your time reloading for us.

“The rest of you young’uns get back against
the wall over there and stay quiet,” she added. To her right she
saw Annamerica checking her weapon and positioning herself at
another firing slot.

In the dim light of the flickering fireplace
it was impossible to see if the pan still held its prime, so she
opened the frizzen and added a little powder. Her heart pounding,
she sighted down the barrel at the nighttime visitor.

 


Along the eastern horizon, a thin line of
brightness began to form. In the spreading light, Betsy had a clear
view of the lone Indian in the barnyard. He held the ax over his
head and made wild gesticulations with his other hand to the unlit
building.

A second Indian appeared leading Betsy’s
horse. It had been the only animal in the barn that night. The
Indian led him ten or fifteen yards to a snubbing post and tied him
there.

Oh, no you don’t, Betsy thought, her
teeth clamped tight together. That horse is the only thing I own
in this world, and you’re not going to steal it. She held her
position behind the haystack, keeping as quiet as a mouse.

Another Indian stepped from the barn followed
by yet another, each carrying a musket. The group stood in a tight
circle near the purloined horse, talking and motioning toward the
house. The one with the ax waved it in the air and pointed in that
direction, too. There were none of the usual whoops or war cries,
but it was clear what they planned. The one who had appeared
unarmed pulled a tomahawk from his belt and motioning toward the
house.

Ax and Tomahawk started running toward the
front door. The two Indians armed with muskets ran toward the ends
of the house. As the ax-man passed the well—some thirty yards from
the dwelling—a rifle barked inside the house. The Indian spun to
his left, dropped the ax and fell and then crawled behind the horse
trough. His companion scooped up the ax as he dashed on toward the
porch. Two more shots spat flame and lead from the cabin at the
same time, but both failed to strike their targets.

The ax wielder, now out of the line of sight
from occupants of the house, chopped into the latch-plate of the
door. His first stroke was not enough to break it. He stepped back
and raised the blade to strike again. Betsy took careful aim and
fired. He dropped in mid swing, the ax flying across the planks and
clattering against the rocks on the ground nearby.

Betsy knew that once she had fired her weapon
she was, for all effect, unarmed. She could not shoot again until
she had time to reload. Neither of the remaining Indians had
discharged their muskets, so they would be primed and ready to
fire.

If they are smart, they won’t shoot
at once.

At seventy-five yards they were well outside
the accurate range for their muskets, but they could charge across
the space separating them and be on her before she could reload her
weapon.

They were not smart. Both muskets fired at
once and both shots missed their mark.

Betsy smelled smoke, and saw a small flame
begin to flicker to her left. Her firelock had set fire to the
haystack. She knew that with time she could put it out easily. As
it was, though, the fire served as a beacon for the two Indians,
showing them her exact location and that she was alone. Both leaped
from their crouching positions and charged toward her.

Still clutching the rifle, Betsy bounded from
behind the haystack and dashed into the open barn door. Dawn was
breaking fast now, and from her new position she had a clear view
of the two Comanches rushing toward her. She knew she must disable
the two attackers immediately. Once their eyes adjusted to the
faint light, she would have two fully-grown men to fight at one
time.

At the side of the door she paused and drew
back the rifle to use as a club. The first Indian plunged through
the opening without slowing his headlong charge. Betsy’s rifle
butt, swung with all her force, met his upper lip and nose midway
through the door. It smashed the bones in his face, driving them
back into his brain. The stock split, half of it flying out the
door. The splintered end ripped open the Indian’s cheek and tore
off his ear.

The second Indian came barging through the
door, stumbled and sprawled headlong across the body of his
newly-slain companion. Betsy swung the bloody end of her rifle
again, this time at the back of that second Indian’s head. Instinct
told him he was in a trap. He rolled to his right. Betsy’s blow
fell on the mutilated head of the first casualty.

Her opponent had dropped his musket as he
stumbled over his friend. He leaped to his feet, drew his tomahawk
and turned to face her.

She lunged forward, thrusting the jagged end
of the broken rifle stock toward his face. He dodged, his hand
sweeping out and upward, grabbing the rifle and jerking her into
the range of his grasp.

Her long hair provided just the handhold he
needed. He released the rifle and grasped her tresses with his left
hand, raising the tomahawk with his right. She did not hesitate.
Shifting her weight to her left foot, she lashed out with her
right. The heel of her boot caught the inside of his right patella,
sliding it under the skin to the side of his leg. The Indian
collapsed with a sharp cry and dropped the tomahawk. He did not
release her hair, and they fell in a heap together.

With his realization that his opponent was a
woman, the Indian let out a howl of rage, six inches from her left
ear. The deafening sound nearly caused her to lose her grip on his
hand. She struggled to get free. Her rifle was gone and his
tomahawk lay out of his reach, so the struggle reduced to brute
strength and determination. Her strength faded fast, and she felt
him force his right hand closer to her throat. In desperation, she
swung her head toward his left arm and sank her teeth into the
tender flesh of his inner arm.

The Indian screamed. Not rage this time but a
scream of pain. In her mind Betsy smiled. In the reality, she
wrenched her head to increase the pressure of her bite, ravaging
the raw, damaged flesh as much as possible. She bit down harder and
twisted her head from side to side. One of the veins ripped open
and blood poured out onto her face and shoulder. She hung on,
clamping her teeth even harder. No scream came from the Indian this
time, but he released her hair.

Using both hands he pulled his arm free from
her teeth. She sprang away and looked frantically for a weapon.
There was nothing within reach.

By now, there was enough light that Betsy
could see the Indian clearly. He leaped to his feet, clenching and
unclenching his left hand in pain. The hatred in his eyes left no
doubt this was a fight to the death. This man would not give up.
Right now, he could leave. He was nearer the door than she. His
friends were either dead or wounded and he was in his enemy’s
territory. The instincts of almost any animal would tell them it
was time to go, but not so for this man. She knew he would not
quit. When they left the barn, one of them would be dead.

She ducked first to the right and then to the
left fighting an urge to cough, as smoke from the haystack filled
the barn. The Indian did not seem bothered by it. She took two
steps backward.

Her opponent started toward her, limping on
his damaged knee. He looked around for his tomahawk and saw it
lying to his right side where he could reach it with ease. He
kneeled using his good left leg and retrieved the weapon. Even
though he had the use of only one knee and one arm, he grabbed it
and sprang back to his feet.

She backed away from him, circling to his
right, forcing him to put more of his weight on that injured knee.
He slashed at her with the tomahawk, but she ducked toward his
left, back against a stall and out of his reach. His weight back on
his good knee again, he grinned, perhaps thinking he had her
cornered and made a sideways strike at her with the tomahawk. She
dashed past him on his right side before he managed to regain his
balance.

As she rushed past, he slashed at her one
more time. Unbalanced, without the agile use of his right knee, his
blow fell short. The tomahawk missed the front of her body by less
than an inch and smashed into the powder-horn, still hanging on the
strap around her neck. She almost went to her knees as the thin
leather strap snapped tight across her shoulders. The powder-horn
broke away and she continued her flight. The Indian raised the
tomahawk for another blow and found it embedded in the powder-horn.
As he raised the weapon, it lifted the horn, pouring the contents
over his head. The fine black particles covered his hair, ran down
his chin and entered the opening in the front of his deerskin
shirt. They saturated his eyes, nostrils and ear cavity. He
staggered back a step and shook his head to clear the irritating
dust from his face.

Betsy took advantage of his distraction and
ran for the door now lit by the spreading dawn and the orange-red
flashes of light from the burning hay. Her strength had all but
gone.

In her haste and weariness she tripped over
the body sprawled in the doorway. Her head smashed against the
door-post. Stunned, she could not avoid the Indian lunging after
her with his scalping knife.

Betsy gagged on the smoke and fumes, then
felt both of his knees drop into the middle of her back. He grabbed
her hair, pulled her head back and gave out his victory howl.

As the Comanche brought his scalping knife
forward to separate Betsy from her hair, a terrific boom echoed
through the barn. The gunpowder saturating Indian’s hair and shirt
burst into flames, his startled yell cut short as he gasped and
sucked the fiery mass down his throat. With the last of her energy,
Betsy managed to push him off and roll away from the burning
powder.

Annamerica cast aside her weapon and pulled
Betsy out of the building. Outside, clear of the fire, both women
fell to their knees in the dust and dung. They took deep breaths
and threw their arms around one another in joy.

Suddenly, Betsy gasped in horror. Over
Annamerica’s shoulder she saw the wounded Indian, who had taken
shelter behind the horse trough, on his feet and coming toward them
with his tomahawk raised. Betsy tried to rise, but her strength
failed her. She screamed a warning to Annamerica.

The older woman rolled sideways enough that
the hatchet fell on the fleshy part of her upper arm instead of her
skull. The Indian, weak from his wound, fell forward with the
inertia of his blow. Betsy’s only weapon now was her patch knife,
still hanging around her neck on the powder-horn strap. She plunged
it into the Indian’s side, then grabbed his tomahawk and smashed it
into his head.

 


 



 


Chapter 30




James Faces the Lancers

 


“COME ON IN and set a spell.” Philip Dimmitt
opened his office door and motioned for James to follow. James
pulled up one of the wooden chairs and straddled it, his chin over
the arched back.

“Did ya hear they’re holding election of
officers over at Gonzales?”

“No, I hadn’t. Is Captain Fannin gonna be the
new commander?” James asked.

“I don’t think so. Fannin is the only man we
have with any military training, but he’s too young. We need an
older head for General,” Dimmitt responded. “I’d like to see Ben
Fort Smith in charge. He never went to West Point or anything, but
he was with Andy Jackson at New Orleans and that’s good enough for
me.

“Anyhow, he won’t have no part of it, so I
sent word over that my vote is for Austin.”

“Austin, eh? I haven’t got to know him,” said
James.

Dimmitt got up, walked over to the stove and
hefted the coffee pot to see if it was empty.

“He is one smart feller and he’s hoppin’ mad
at the Mex right now. Santa Anna double-crossed him and th’owd in
jail for a year.” He filled two tin cups and handed one to
James.

“From what I hear, everybody who has any
dealings with Mexicans gets double-crossed,” James commented.

“It’s been that way since Santa Anna took
over, but it wasn’t always like that. Back in ‘24 or ‘25, when we
first got our constitution, you couldn’t ask for a more honorable
bunch to deal with.”

“Is that right?” James said in surprise.

“Just take a look around at the tejanos we
got here. You ain’t gonna find more honest and trustworthy men to
do business with than José Carbajal or Plácido Benavides. It used
to be that way with the Mexican government, too.”

“Yeah, all the tejanos I’ve met,” James said,
“have been good men, men I’d trust my life to. And I did, with
Jesus Ramirez.”

“That’s right. And don’t forget, they are
risking their lives just by talkin’ to us. A lot of them don’t
agree with us about makin’ Texas independent, but they’ll fight as
hard as we will for the constitution of ‘24. ‘Course, none of us
would want to fight if they’d just leave the constitution alone and
not keep tryin’ to take our guns away.”

After a little silence, James asked, “So
what’s next for us?”

“Well, I’m gonna need somebody to ride over
to Goliad. I figured I’d send that Clinton feller. You seen him
lately?”

“I haven’t seen him since you sent him off to
Nacogdoches.”

“Houston must have him runnin’ to Gonzales or
something. Most likely we won’t hear from him for a while,” Dimmitt
mused. “If he ain’t here, I reckon I might get you to do it.”

“Whatever you need, sir,” James said,
starting to rise.

“Hang on, boy. I ain’t ready, yet. I’ll let
you know.”

James was disappointed, but tried not to show
it. When he left Dimmitt’s office, he found another group of
newcomers gathering in the street in front of the warehouse.

These men were volunteers from New Orleans,
fifty men dressed in various styles of old cast off gray United
States Army uniforms. They called themselves the New Orleans Grays.
He had seen several similar groups from Georgia and Alabama. None
had a uniform, but some wore clothing with bits and pieces of
nearly the same colors to identify them as a group.

Fortunately for the Texians, many of these
volunteers brought with them the powerful Dupont gunpowder
manufactured in the United States. The Mexican powder had proved to
be of such poor quality that captured stores were almost useless
for charging rifles. For the most part, the rebels put aside the
powder captured at Goliad for use in cannons. They rationed the
American powder out to the men for rifle charges.

The drumbeat sound of a horse approaching
caught James’ ear and he looked up to see Guy Clinton riding in,
his horse lathered and breathing hard.

“What’s happened, Guy?” James asked.

“Austin is on the march for Béxar,” Guy
exclaimed, as he disappeared into the building.

Only a few minutes passed until Dimmitt and
Clinton came out through the door together. Dimmitt motioned with
his hand to indicate to James and the others they should gather
around.

“Men,” Dimmitt shouted, “we’re movin’ on San
Antonio!”

“Steve Austin has been elected General, and
he’s takin’ all the men from Gonzales to put Béxar under siege. He
wants everyone here to saddle up and come help him out. Spread the
word. Tell any of the officers you see that we need ‘em over here
for a parley.”

Without awaiting orders, Plácido Benavides
and a group of about thirty tejanos started for San Antonio.
Benavides’ vaqueros represented the nearest thing the Texians had
to cavalry. They armed themselves with lances made from the two
hundred lance-heads captured at Goliad.

“What do you want me to do, sir?” James
asked.

“Clinton here has been in the saddle all
night,” Dimmitt told him, “so I’m gonna need you to get over to
Goliad. Tell John Linn what’s what and that we’re gonna need the
supplies he has ready to go. We’ll even need that pitiful Mex
powder.”

James mounted and set out across the now
familiar track. Within a few hours, having delivered his message,
he started back. George Collinsworth accompanied him on his return
to Victoria.

The two arrived at the main warehouse area of
Dimmitt’s Landing and found several of the other leaders of
Southeastern Texas already gathered. When James saw the meeting was
ready to start, he turned to leave.

“You come sit in, too, Thomas,” Philip
Dimmitt said, as the officers gathered for their meeting. James
found a place in back.

“Y’all know,” Dimmitt began, “that we are
gonna have a fight on our hands at Béxar. Cós and his troops are
bottled up in town, and they’re short of supplies. He’s got close
to a thousand men and hundreds of horses to feed. The longer we
keep him shut up in there, the harder things are gonna get for ‘em.
If we let ‘em out on the open plain those lancers of his will make
short work of us.”

“We’re gonna need more men,” Collinsworth
said. “Now that we’ve taken Goliad I should be able to get another
fifty or a hundred from over around Matagorda.”

“You’re right George,” Dimmitt said, nodding
his head. “We are going to need men, not only at Béxar but over
here, too, to hold Goliad and Copano.

“The way I see it,” he continued, “Cós has
got a bad supply problem. He left here with close to five hundred
men and almost that many horses. Colonel Ugartechea had as many men
and maybe even more horses already at Béxar. He’s got a situation
where too many men and too many horses are a liability instead of a
help.”

Dimmitt leaned back in his chair and went
on.

“Now, how’s he gonna feed all those horses?
If we can keep him cut off and stuck in the town and don’t let him
get out to graze the horses, they ain’t gonna be worth much when it
comes to a fight. His men must be gettin’ sick of bad food, bad
supplies, and having to face Texian long rifles with those old
musket-carbines.”

A laugh went around the table.

“Plácido Benavides has already taken his
company over there. They’ve got supply wagons on the way, too. With
them and the men that are comin’ down from Gonzales, Austin will
have enough to maintain the siege. If we can get replacements to
him and hold the supply lines here and at Goliad, we can hold out
‘til we starve ‘em into surrendering.”

“What’s the plan going to be, Philip?”
Collinsworth asked.

“All right,” Dimmitt said in conclusion.
“George, you go on over to Matagorda and round up whatever men and
supplies you can.

“Thomas,” he turned to the lad, “you get on
down to Refugio and see if you can stir up more volunteers. Tell
‘em to report in to me or Linn at Goliad and to bring whatever
supplies they can find. We’re going to need a lot more than we got
from takin’ Goliad.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The rest of us,” he continued, “will go on
over and help Linn sort out the supplies got and send whatever we
can to San Antonio. Let’s go to work, men.”

“Oh, Thomas,” Dimmitt said before James could
reach the door. “Hold up there a minute.”

James turned and went over to where the
leader was standing.

“Clinton has had several hours sleep now.
Take him with you. He can cover some of the ground for you, if you
split up when you get to Refugio. I don’t want this to take more’n
a couple of days.”

The merchant lowered his voice, “I’ve got
something else I want you to do, too. After you separate from
Clinton, I want you to make a visit at the Ramirez ranch. Don’t
mention to Clinton that you are going there.”

“Don’t tell Guy where I’m going?” James’
eyebrows arched in surprise.

“Mr. Ramirez doesn’t have your faith in
Clinton,” Dimmitt said. “Fact is, Ramirez down-right don’t trust
him. Now, I don’t know if there’s anything worth worrying about,
but the Don has a lot of sway with the tejanos, and I don’t want to
make him mad.”

“All right, I’ll find a way to get over there
by myself,” James agreed. “What do you want me to tell him?”

“Tell him that we need his vaqueros here,”
the merchant said. “Ask him not to take his men to Béxar. We need
men here to hold Goliad and to take Patricio and Lipantitlán. Tell
him I’ll be much obliged if he’ll keep his men here. I’ll send word
to him as soon as we find out what we need to do.”

“Remember, Thomas,” Dimmitt added, “taking
Lipantitlán is the most important job facing us. If we leave that
fort in Mexican hands, we can never hold Goliad, and without Goliad
we can never hold Béxar. You must convince Don Ramirez that we need
his strength here to hold onto the East.”

“Yes, sir,” James responded. “I hadn’t
realized what we are doing here is so important.”

“There’s another reason we need to hold
Ramirez and his men here,” Dimmitt said. “Remember those two Irish
lads, Toole and Williams?”

“Sure I do, sir,” James nodded in
recollection. “They seemed like a couple of fine fellows. Talked
kinda funny, though.”

“That’s because they’re both of them fresh
over from Ireland,” Dimmitt said. “Well, I sent them down to San
Patricio with messages for some of our friends and they got picked
up by the Mex. They’re locked up down in Lipantitlán. If we don’t
take that place and get them out of there, Sebrigio will ship ‘em
off to Matamoros. Once he does that, we’ll never get ‘em back.
He’ll either have them shot or they’ll rot in one of them filthy
Mex jails ‘til they die of rat bites or somethin’.”

“When I was at the Ramirez ranch,” James
said, “it looked like they had thirty or forty men there. You want
me to try to get señor Ramirez to take his men down there and bust
‘em out?”

“Oh, no, no, we don’t want him to do that,”
Dimmitt exclaimed. “To begin with, he wouldn’t dare take all his
men away at the same time. The ranch needs protection from the
Indians and he can never know when the Mexicans will find out about
his connection with us. When that happens he’ll need his men there
so’s he can defend himself.”

 


With the Mexicans dislodged from Goliad,
James and Guy could safely use the ferry, and by the time they
arrived there they had formulated a plan that seemed to satisfy
both. Guy would ride the coastline and James would go inland, and
west from Goliad along the San Antonio for about thirty or forty
miles, then south to the northmost bend of the Neuces River. He was
to contact the small ranches and villages of that area. Each had a
huge area to cover and would not meet again until they returned to
Dimmitt’s landing.

As soon as they were out of the sight from
each other, Guy turned his horse toward Fort Lipantitlán. The fifty
miles he had to cover took him all of the rest of the day. He
arrived well after dark and found Captain Sabriego already asleep.
After hearing his story, the guards treated him with the utmost
courtesy and showed him to a comfortable room where he could sleep.
Nevertheless, they kept him under surveillance until the captain
awoke the next morning.

 


James followed the river westward for a few
miles until he came to a wide sweeping turn to the northwest. At
that point, a wagon road intercepted the river trail from the
south. James recognized it at once as the road he and Guy had used
when escaping from the Mexicans at Refugio a few weeks earlier.

Sometime in mid afternoon he came to the spot
where they had made their hungry camp. He knew now that he was only
a few miles from the Ramirez Ranch. James pulled up under the shade
of a large cottonwood tree by the riverbank.

“Well, Tess,” James said aloud, “I’ll bet
you’d like to get me off your back for a while. Let’s stop here and
have a bite to eat. Eh, girl? We can get ourselves out of the sun
for a while.”

He swung down from the saddle and while Tess
drank her fill from the river, James drew his eatables out of the
saddlebags, pulled the saddle from her back and let her loose to
munch the tender grass along the river. Seated with his back
against the tree, he kicked off his boots and enjoyed a short meal
of corncakes and jerky. A refreshing breeze blowing up the river
rattled the leaves overhead and occasionally stirred a dust devil
on the dry roadbed.

After a twenty or thirty minute rest, James
felt it was time to move on. He put his boots back on and stood up
to stretch, preparing to call Tess. Glancing down the road, he was
surprised to see a cloud of dust drifting along the horizon. He
stood as tall as he could, placed his hand above his eyes and
studied the dust cloud. It looked like the commotion was two or
three miles away, but it was clearly moving in his direction.

He sat back down and ate another corncake.
“Better eat while you can, Tess,” the lad said casually. “It looks
like we may be havin’ company.”

Tess had wandered downstream, where the grass
was richer. At the sound of his voice she lifted her head, pitched
her ears forward and looked at him for a moment. Seeing no order
forthcoming she dropped her head and continued to munch grass and
thistle heads.

In another five or ten minutes James saw two
riders at the leading edge of the approaching dust cloud. Both rode
their horses hard. Some four or five hundred yards behind, other
riders were in hot pursuit. It was hard to make out anything about
the second group as the dust raised by the first two obscured his
view. James could see from the occasional glimpses of riders in the
trailing dust that the second faction was larger than the
first.

James got to his feet and gave his now
familiar whistle. Tess stopped chomping the grass and trotted to
his side. He gave her an affectionate pat on the neck, then tossed
the saddle onto her back and cinched it in place.

As the approaching riders closed the distance
between them, James checked the charges and the condition of the
flints in both of his pistols and his rifle. He shook the
powder-horn and hefted his shot bags.

Climbing into the saddle, he examined his
options. The river was shallow here, so he could ford and be clear
of the fracas. He was more inclined, though, to stay where he was
and find out what the conflict was about.

“Well, Tess,” James asked, “what do you think
we should do?”

Tess lightly pawed the ground and nickered
quietly.

“Yeah, I think you’re right, old girl,” he
patted her neck again. “You can outrun ‘em easy enough if they try
to give us any trouble. You’ve been restin’ for a while and they’re
all in a lather. Let’s just sit tight and see what’s going on.”

By this time the two leading riders drew
near. The pursuers had closed up considerably since they first came
into view, and he saw they were a squad of Mexican dragoons in
chase of two men, likely Texian rebels. The leader of the Mexican
squad had charged ahead of his troops by at least a hundred yards.
He quickly closed in on the exhausted fugitives, his sword held
high.

The Texian’s horses were straining for all
they were worth. James could see the white foam of their sweat
standing on their sides and shoulders. The two riders leaned
forward in their saddles, their heads held down near the horses’
necks to cut the wind resistance. One of the fleeing men’s horses
had fallen behind some twenty five yards, apparently tiring more
than the other and dangerously close to the leading Mexican
pursuer.

Suddenly the trailing horse stumbled and
fell, flinging his rider to the ground. The man rolled over and
over in the dust then tried to scramble back to his fallen animal
to retrieve his rifle. James primed his own weapon and raised it to
his shoulder. There was no time to defend the man. The Mexican
officer rode in at full battle charge and slashed his sword down
before James could bring his rifle to bear. The other Texian pulled
his horse up and turned to face his attackers.

The Mexican officer paused only a moment as
he refocused his attention on his second man. That was all the time
James needed. His rifle spoke and the Mexican dropped out of his
saddle.

Without a moment’s hesitation the other
Texian rode past the fallen officer, pulled his rifle from his
scabbard, leaped from his horse and took up a position behind his
dead companion’s horse. He leveled his weapon across the downed
animal’s saddle and took careful aim at the closest of the
approaching dragoons. His rifle barked and reduced their numbers by
one.

“Let’s go, Tess,” James shouted. He never
wore spurs and was free to dig his heels into Tess’s flanks without
hurting her; she responded instantly. Charging directly toward the
Mexicans, a pistol in each hand, James guided Tess with only the
pressure of his knees on her sides and by the shifting of his
weight in the saddle. He maneuvered into position between the three
rapidly approaching dragoons and the remaining fugitive.

Riding directly toward the rushing formation,
he lost no time in closing the gap with the nearest of the
soldados. He brought the pistol in his right hand up and took
careful aim. At a distance of ten or twelve feet he fired, the ball
striking the enemy in the center of his chest. James turned his
attention to the next dragoon, now charging toward him with his
lance lowered. He turned Tess to track directly toward the
on-coming lancer.

“Yo,” he shouted, “Let’s go get ‘im,
girl.”

Tess lunged forward, bearing down on the
approaching soldier at breakneck speed. Then at the last moment,
when it was too late for the man to adjust his bearing, James
shifted his weight in the saddle and pressed his left knee against
Tess’s ribs. She responded immediately by turning slightly to the
right. Their path crossed in front of the enemy, taking them out of
the line of attack from his lance. As the soldier’s momentum
carried him past, James fired his left hand pistol. The man
instantly doubled over and slipped to the ground.

Now James’ weapons were empty, and the one
remaining dragoon closed in for the kill. Thinking that he had
James at his mercy, the man dropped his lance to the ground, drew
his sword and charged. James knew that Tess could easily outrun or
outmaneuver the other horse. After all, she’d had rest and water,
and the Mexican’s horse was exhausted from the long chase. James
turned toward the roadway and prepared to lead the last dragoon
away from the other Texian, who was still lying prone behind the
dead horse.

Meantime, the other defender had found his
companion’s rifle, already charged and still hanging in its
scabbard. A quick prime from his own powder-horn allowed him to
take another shot. That blast killed the last of the Mexican squad
and ended the battle.

Whirling Tess about, James saw the field
clear except for the bodies of the slain Mexicans and their
exhausted horses standing with their heads down, heaving for
breath. A hundred yards away, the Texian defender got to his feet
from behind the body of the only equine casualty.

 


 



 


Chapter 31




The Ramirez Ranch

 


“NOW THAT was quite a ruckus,” James said as
he stepped down from the saddle.

“Sure and begorra, that was a tight spot I
was in when you came along.” The young man’s brogue identified him
at once as one from the Irish colony of San Patricio.

“By the saints,” the Irishman marveled, when
he noted James’ youth. “You’re but a lad, no older than meself.
Lord bless yer soul, ye’ve done a man’s work this day. Well, I
thank ye, friend. Ye saved me skin, that’s for certain.”

He was a good-looking young fellow, fifteen
or sixteen years old, tall for his age, well proportioned and
muscular. A leather vest covered his green shirt. Instead of the
usual wide brimmed hat worn by both American cowboys and tejanos,
he wore a narrow billed hat with the sides of the brim rolled up.
To keep the sweat from his neck, he wore a loosely-tied
red-checkered kerchief. The sturdy brown boots of unpolished
leather had tops almost to his knees. His trousers hung from a rope
knotted around his middle and over his shoulder hung a powder-horn
and patch knife attached to a leather strap.

“Are you all right?” James asked.

“Nary a scratch,” the boy answered. “Had I
known how close they’d gained, maybe I could’ve turned a moment
sooner. Maybe I could’ve kept that Mexican devil off from poor
Antonio.”

“I don’t think there was any chance to do
that,” James assured him. “From what I saw there was no saving him.
Once his horse went down it was only a matter of seconds before the
Mexican was on him.”

“Ay, the devil fell on him in the blink of a
fairy’s eye,” the lad conceded. “And where on this good earth did
ye come from? Ye must have been dropped here by the angels.”

“No, no. Hardly by the angels,” James
answered. “No, it was just by chance. I had stopped over there by
those trees to water my horse and rest a moment when you came
along. I had to do whatever I could to help.”

“The saints must have had a hand. You’re
being there in a time to save me could not have happened without a
finger lifted by Godly providence.”

“My name is James Thomas. What’s yours?”
James asked. “And, how come the Mexicans were trying to run you
down?”

“Me father dubbed me as Kevin O’Ryan,” the
Irish lad replied. “We were coming from the fort at Lipantitlán,
trying to warn one of the tejano ranchers that the Mexicans were
coming to arrest him.

“You see,” he indicated the body of his
fallen companion, “Antonio worked for me father, the blacksmith at
San Patricio. Yesterday mornin’, two Mexican soldados came t’have
their horses shod and Antonio overheard them talking in Spanish,
which my father doesn’t understand. They were sayin’ that Captain
Sabriego had received word that one of the local ranchers has been
helpin’ the rebels. They said the captain sent a company of fifty
dragoons to arrest the man.

“Antonio’d worked on that ranch and liked the
owner very much. He told me father what he had heard and said he
wanted to ride out and warn the rancher.”

“How did it happen that you were with
him?”

“Antonio and I were great friends. I offered
to ride with him in case he needed help.” The lad hung his head
sadly. “I was not enough help when he needed it, though.”

After a moment, the lad continued.

“We rode hard all day yesterday. Made a big
circle trying to get around the Mexicans without being seen. And we
thought we’d got past ‘em, too. Then this bunch of hooligans came
on us by accident. One of ‘em recognized us and ordered us to stop.
O’course, when we would not, they gave chase. At first we thought
we were getting away, but our horses were tired and could’na keep
the pace.”

“You said that there were fifty Mexicans on
their way here. Do you have any idea where the rest of them
are?”

“No, but they’ll not be far, that’s for
certain. These must’ve been a party, scoutin’ ahead for the
others,” Kevin answered.

“Well, if there are more of them,” James
remarked, “we had best be getting ready to move out.”

“Ay, we had that,” the Irish lad responded,
“but where to? Now, saints be saddened, poor Antonio will never be
able to deliver his warning.”

“Well, maybe we can deliver it for him,”
James suggested. “How far do you have to go?”

“I know not, me friend,” the lad shrugged his
ignorance. “Only Antonio knew where we were goin’. I have never
been to the Ramirez ranch.”

“Ramirez?” James said in surprise. “Is that
the ranch where Antonio worked?”

“Ay, that’s the one,” Kevin answered.

“You say the Mexicans know that Ramirez has
been working with the rebels?”

“That is why Antonio tried so hard to get
there and warn them,” Kevin said. “Now, it is all lost. Antonio
said we were getting close but I have no idea how to get
there.”

“It’s only about five miles on up this road,”
James told him.

“Do you know of it?”

“Sure do,” James responded. “That’s where I’m
going. It’s not far. Antonio will get his message through after
all.

“Let’s gather up these weapons and horses and
get on over there. When they come across this little set-to it
might slow the rest of ‘em down enough so that Señor Ramirez will
have time to be ready for ‘em.”

The Mexican horses were easy to capture. They
had all gathered at the edge of the river to drink. Kevin let his
horse join them, and when they had all had their fill he tied the
five animals onto a long lead rope and directed them back out onto
the field of battle. After gathering all the weapons and securing
them to the horses, they carefully loaded Antonio Delgado’s body
across one of the saddles and tied it securely. They left the
bodies of the Mexican dragoons and the body of the horse where they
had fallen and started westward on the road to the Hacienda de
Ramirez.

“Look, over there,” Kevin pointed to the
south where a fresh dust cloud was rising on the horizon.

“Could be that’s another of those Mexican
patrols,” James acknowledged.

“Ay, that’s most likely what it is.” The
Irishman pointed to the east. “There’s another bunch coming up on
our rear.”

“I see it,” James said, looking over his
shoulder to the east. “That must be the main bunch. They’re still
eight or ten miles off so we’ve got plenty of time. Let’s get on
over and see what señor Ramirez has to say about all this.”

In less than an hour, they rode up to the
adobe wall surrounding the Hacienda Ramirez. Two of the ranch hands
met them outside the gate. After a short explanation, one of the
men took charge of Antonio Delgado’s body and the other man
escorted James and Kevin the corrals where señor Ramirez stood, one
foot on the bottom fence rail watching caballeros break
yearling horses. Their guide spoke briefly to the rancher. He
looked up suddenly in surprise.

Turning, he recognized the face of the young
Anglo. “Señor Thomas,” he said in alarm. “What has happened here?
They tell me that Antonio Delgado has been killed.”

“Yes, sir, that is true,” James answered,
“but we may have even worse news for you. We need to speak with you
privately.”

“Sí. Let us get under some shade.”

“This is Kevin O’Ryan, Señor Ramirez,” James
said as they walked up under a large oak that shaded the water
trough. “He’s from San Patricio. He was traveling with Antonio to
bring you a message.”

“Antonio was a fine young man,” Ramirez said
sadly. “How was it that he was killed?”

Kevin told him briefly what Antonio overheard
and of Captain Sabriego’s plans to arrest Ramirez then finished by
describing the ride across the prairie and the encounter by the
river. “It was too late for me friend Antonio when James came on to
help us,” he concluded.

“You tell me you two boys defeated and killed
five dragoons on the open prairie?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” James answered. “We were just
lucky, I guess. Must have come at them in just the right way. It
wasn’t soon enough though. One of them killed poor Antonio before
we could stop them.”

“Señor Ramirez,” James interrupted, “we must
tell you, more dragoons are on their way here now. We saw their
dust to the south and there is another bunch coming from the
east.”

“How do you know they are coming here?” the
tejano asked. “They may only be looking for you.”

“Ay, sir, that’s true,” Kevin said, “but
Antonio was for certain that they were on their way to arrest ye,
yer honor. He was so sure that I thought that he must be
right.”

“It doesn’t seem likely to me that they would
attack us now,” Señor Ramirez said. “They have other things to
worry about. They’ve lost Goliad, Refugio and Copano. It doesn’t
seem like a good time for them to make enemies with the tejano. I
don’t believe they’ll do it, but we’ll be ready for them if they
do. Gracias, boys. You can tell me later more of how this happened
to Antonio.”

The rancher shouted and waved his arm to gain
attention. “Ortega, ring the alarm bell. Clear those yearlings out
of the corral. Bring everyone here as they come in.”

A large bell on a pole near the house began
to peal. Its sound carried for half a mile in all directions. He’d
installed the bell as a precaution against Indian raids but had
never used it. No one dreamed its first use would be against the
Mexican soldados.

“Now, Señor O’Ryan,” the rancher turned back
to the two lads. “What can you tell me about the dragoons that are
coming? How many are there? How are they armed? Who is in
command?”

“Nay, yer honor,” Kevin replied, “I’m afraid
I can tell ye nothing at all from me own knowledge. Antonio said
that he thought that there were about fifty of them in the company
that was comin’ here to arrest ye. ‘Twas a squad of five that
caught up with me and Antonio.”

James smiled. “The best I could make out,” he
said, “they were eight or ten miles behind us. So just about now
they should be discovering the bodies of the squad that attacked
us.”

“That could make all the difference.” Ramirez
noted. “You boys did the right thing, but they may feel like they
have to avenge the deaths. We had best get a strong defense
readied.”

The three men walked back to the corral where
they found most of the ranch hands. At the far right side of the
corral, half a dozen men gathered, each carrying a rifle and two
pistols. By the set line of their mouths and their grim expressions
James could see they were ready for a fight.

“Who are those men, Señor Ramirez?” James
asked as they approached the corral.

“That is Jorge Delgado,” he answered. “He is
Antonio’s father and the men with him are Antonio’s brothers. They
must have heard enough of the story to be ready to deliver their
own vengeance.”

Señor Ramirez climbed onto a wagon bed. A
hush fell over the assembled group.

“Men,” he shouted. “No doubt you have heard
that Antonio Delgado has been killed. He was on his way here to
warn us that dragoons are coming to attack us.”

“Why would the soldados murder my son?” the
senior Delgado asked. It was more of a shout of defiance than a
question.

“We don’t know much of what happened yet,
Señor Delgado,” Ramirez answered. “I cannot believe that the
soldados will fight us, but Antonio thought so and it seems that
they killed him to prevent him from getting here to warn us. So we
must prepare for the worst.

“These walls were not designed to hold off
the Mexican army, but unless they have cannon they will have no
advantage over Indians. We will defend our lives.”

 


 



 


Chapter 32




Captured

 


“THOSE OF YOU who have rifles man the walls,”
Jesus Ramirez instructed. “Those who have only muskets or shotguns,
hold back and be ready to fight at close range.”

“Let me and my sons go out and stop them
before they get here,” Delgado shouted.

“No, no, Jorge,” the rancher responded. “We
need your rifles and your sharp eye on the walls. We will bring in
all the dependable horses. Then, if a sortie is required, you and
your sons will lead it.”

The men fell quiet, thinking.

“I tell you all again, we must avoid a fight
if at all possible,” Ramirez continued. “I will go out and meet
with their commander and see what they want.”

“Sir,” James interjected, “I don’t think that
would be a good idea. If you are right there in front of them and
they have orders to arrest you, their leader won’t have any way to
back down. Let me go out and meet with them. That way we can find
out their intentions without forcing them to act.”

“But you are the one who destroyed their
squad,” Ramirez noted.

“They don’t know that, sir,” James said. “And
besides, I’m just a boy. He won’t take me seriously, but I will
find out what he intends to do. While I am talking with him, it
will delay them and give them time to think about how much trouble
could come from attacking your hacienda.”

“You are a wise young man, Señor Thomas. I
will take your advice.”

“Ay, me friend,” Kevin said. “I’ll go with
ye. We’ll handle this together.”

“You had better not be seen out there either,
Kevin,” James countered. “They won’t have any idea who I am, but
there might be someone in that company from San Patricio that will
recognize you.”

“Señor Ramirez!” A shout came from the second
floor window of the house. “Many riders are approaching from the
east.”

“Everyone move inside the hacienda,” he
shouted. “Riflemen, to the walls.”

“Ortega,” Ramirez continued, “I want you to
accompany this young man to meet with the commander of those
troops. Find out if there is a way to avoid this fight. Since you
speak both Spanish and English, you can help assure that they
understand each other.”

A few minutes later, the gates swung open.
James, accompanied by the ranch foreman, Ortega, rode out to meet
the approaching cavalrymen. They were surprised to see that rather
than the fifty troopers expected there were fewer than thirty in
the company. When he came within sight of James and the foreman,
the leader of the dragoons raised his hand in a signal for his
troops to halt. He rode forward from that point, accompanied by two
men.

“I am Capitán Lopez,” the leader introduced
himself, “from the garrison at Lipantitlán. We are looking the men
who have ambushed and murdered five of our soldados. From their
tracks, we know there were two and we followed them here. We intend
to take them back with us.”

“Jorge Ortega, at your service, Capitan,”
Ortega said. He touched his fingers to his hat. “Now, Capitán,
please tell me why you come to the hacienda of an outstanding
caballero like Don Ramirez in search of a criminal?”

James was surprised at the firmness in the
foreman’s voice. He was also surprised at his own lack of
opportunity to play a part in the negotiations.

“We know a great deal about this
outstanding caballero,” the capitán said with a sneer. “We
know the Anglo spies are coming and going from this place. For some
reason unknown to me, my commander has rescinded the order for
arrest against Señor Ramirez.”

“Capitán,” Ortega said, “Señor Ramirez will
not extend an invitation for you to enter his home.”

Lopez was silent for a moment. He pointed at
James but continued to direct his voice to Ortega.

“Who is this Anglo? One of the spies we hear
of?” Lopez asked.

“Perhaps the spies need to learn that it is
not so safe for them here.” Captain Lopez hesitated only a moment.
He turned suddenly and made a signaling motion to the two men
beside him. “Take this man into custody.”

The two rode forward, so that one was on each
side of Tess. One of the men reached over and took her reins from
James’ hand.

“What is the meaning of this?” Ortega shouted
as the soldados pushed him and his horse aside. “This boy is a
guest of señor Ramirez. Release him at once.”

“He is now a guest of the central Government
of Mexico,” the capitán said. “Unless you wish to join him you will
make no effort to interfere.”

James was in their power. They bound his
hands to the saddle horn, slipped Tess’s reins over her head and
tied them to one of their saddles.

“Tell Señor Ramirez,” the capitán said, “that
should my orders change, I will take great pleasure in returning to
take him into custody as well.”

Lopez returned to his company, the two
troopers and James in his wake. Ortega stood in helpless
frustration and then he rode back to the hacienda to report to
Señor Ramirez.

The trip back to San Patricio was uneventful.
Except for the discomfort of having his hands tied, James’
treatment was not particularly harsh. The rawhide binding chaffed
his wrists, but he managed well. Two days later, they arrived at
the prison at Lipantitlán. There they placed James into a small
cell with one iron barred window, high up on the back wall.

More distressing to James was his failure to
accomplish his mission. Philip Dimmitt had entrusted him to appeal
to Señor Ramirez to keep his men in the area of Goliad and the
eastern coast. In all the excitement of the encounter, he had
postponed giving the message, thinking he would be getting back to
the hacienda after the confrontation. He had waited too long.

 


Back at the ranch, Ramirez paced restlessly.
It was only a matter of time before the soldados returned. Next
time they would bring enough men and cannon to either take him
prisoner or reduce his hacienda to ruins.

He would abandon his home if the Texians did
not capture Fort Lipantitlán soon.

The next morning, as soon as it was clear
that Capitan Lopez’ company had left the area Ramirez dispatched a
messenger to Philip Dimmitt at Victoria, telling him what had
happened. He prepared another message for the commander at Goliad,
offering to share the resources of the ranch, the cattle and horses
and asking for powder, shot and cannon to defend the hacienda.

 


Kevin was sure that if he had gone with James
to face the Mexican commander he would have found a way to prevent
James’ capture. He did not allow himself to consider the more
likely outcome of both their captures.

Reflecting on the situation, he realized that
duty now fell to him to get James out of the captors’ hands. He
sought out the rancher next morning and volunteered to deliver the
message to the commander of the Texian forces at Goliad. From
there, he would begin his search for James. Ramirez accepted his
offer at once and Kevin left the ranch a few minutes after
dawn.

Within two hours, he crossed the San Antonio
River at the Goliad ferry and rode up to the gates of the old
Presidio la Bahia. On hearing his business, the guard showed him to
a storeroom where John Linn sorted through a huge pile of broken
and rusty muskets. He turned the job over to another man and
brought his attention to Kevin.

“Ah, yes,” Linn said, “I remember you. You
are the young O’Ryan, courier from San Patricio. How’s your
father?”

“He’s well, yer honor,” Kevin responded.
“There’s been a spot of trouble for Señor Ramirez, though.” He
handed over the envelope containing the letter.

Kevin stood quietly while Linn read the
letter through twice.

“Now, that’s a rotten shame,” Linn observed.
“If we’d have just shot Sabriego when we had him, it would have
saved everybody a lot of trouble. We want to get word over to
Victoria as soon as we can. Maybe Dimmitt can figure out a way to
get him out of Lipantitlán.”

“Me friends O’Toole and Williams are still
locked up over there, yer honor, and now they’ve got another scout
from up here rottin’ in the same stinkin’ hole—James Thomas.”

“They’ve got Thomas locked up over there,
too?” Linn scratched the itch over his right ear. “Now, I know
we’ve got to get down there and take that place. If we don’t get
our men out of there soon, Sabriego will slip ‘em off to Matamoros
or someplace and we’ll never cut ‘em loose.”

“Bejeebers, yer honor, if ye’ve got a plan
for doin’ that,” Kevin said, “Señor Ramirez will supply horses and
provisions for your men.”

“We’ll be needin’ ‘em,” Linn replied. “Why
don’t you get on over to Dimmitt’s Landing and tell Phillip Dimmitt
what you told me. Maybe between us, we can get an expedition
together in a few days.”

“Nay, to that, yer honor,” Kevin responded
without hesitation. “If ye can get a force together to take that
fort, ‘twill be a fine piece of work. But meself, I’ll be goin’
back to San Patricio, doing what’ere I can to get me friends outta
that stinkin’ hole a’fore ye get there.”

“Now, what makes you think you can break into
a Mexican prison and get them out?”

“Begorra!” Kevin exclaimed. “There has got to
be a way, and I’ll not to be givin’ it up ‘til me friends is outa
that devil Sabriego’s clatches.”

“Well, I’ll not hold you up, lad, but I
wouldn’t be surprised to find you in one of those cells yourself
when we take the place.”

“Lor’ willin’, yer honor, I’ll be waitin’ at
the gate to help ye break in.”

“I hope that’s the way it works out. God
bless you, lad. I’ll see you again in San Patricio.”

After a good meal for himself and a feed of
hay and grain for his horse, Kevin filled his water gourds, crossed
back over the ferry and started his trip south.

 


 



 


Chapter 33




Approach to Béxar

 


BILL TUCKER caught up with the Texian Army
of the People on the morning of his second day on the trail.
The column, as he found it, was actually wider than it was long.
The supply wagons strung out along the road for half a mile. The
horsemen accompanying it did not follow the road, but dispersed a
mile on either side to allow the horses to find forage in the dry
October grassland. The two-miles-wide jumble of horses, wagons and
men on foot was only about twenty miles from San Antonio de Béxar
when he rode into their midst.

Pressing on to the head of the wagon train,
Bill spotted Captain John Moore riding alongside the lead wagon. He
rode up to the captain and reported that he was ready for an
assignment.

“Howdy, Tucker,” the captain greeted him.
“I’m glad to see you made it.”

“Wouldn’t miss it, Captain,” Bill
responded.

“Your friend Cunningham and his boys are
riding point with Colonel Milam’s scouts. There’s a young
lieutenant named Bull that’s got a patrol out now. You ride on out
there and join up with them. They’re up ahead of us a mile or so
keepin’ an eye out for the Mex. Tell Bull to send word back to us
of the slightest notion there might be a Mexican patrol about.”

“Yes, sir,” Bill answered. “I’ll give him the
word.”

Bill grabbed a handful of jerky from one of
the chuck wagons, filled his drinking gourds with fresh water and
rode off find the scouts.

 


No sooner had Bill Tucker left the main body
than a messenger arrived for John Moore.

“General Austin sent me to get you, señor,”
the young tejano said. “He told me that I was to bring you back
with me.”

“Well then, lead the way, boy.” He followed
the courier back through the mass of men and rode up alongside the
commander.

“We were doin’ a lot of big talk back there
at Gonzales,” Austin said, “about the flogging we were going to
give the Mex. Now, we’ve got to do it. Just how much powder and
shot did we have all told?”

“We got quite a bit of that Mexican gunpowder
the boys found over to Goliad,” Moore replied. “There was more’n
fifty kegs of it.”

“That stuff is all right for cannon,” the
general observed. “But it’s no good for rifles. How much of the
American powder we got?”

“No more than three or four kegs, but it
don’t matter much,” John replied. “Half the men don’t have rifles
anyhow. Some of ‘em have shotguns and they can charge those with
that Mex powder. Anyhow, there’ll be more of it comin’ in all the
time.”

“We better hope there’s more,” Austin said.
“Even with the Mexican supplies from Goliad we’re still short of
everything.”

“We’re short of everything except corn
liquor. Don’t seem like anybody had any trouble finding enough of
that to bring along.”

“John,” Austin continued, “we have to get the
Mex bottled up over in Béxar. Their dragoons have bayonets and
lances and they’ve been trained to use ‘em. Our men just have
whatever they could pick up. A lot of ‘em showed up thinkin’ that
we’d be able to give ‘em a rifle. We got nothing to give ‘em. There
were two hundred muskets over at Goliad, but most of those were
busted or have parts missing. The only ones that were any good were
the ones we captured with the troops.”

“Linn and Dimmitt will send over any more of
them that can be fixed as soon as they can get ‘em ready to use,”
Moore said.

Dust from the wagons ahead drifted back over
them, and Austin broke into a spasm of coughing.

“Let’s get up ahead of the wagons and get out
of this blasted dust.” Austin spurred his horse ahead of the
line.

“What we need is cavalry, John,” Austin
pointed out, picking the dust from his nose and eyes.

“The Mex dragoons are good,” he went on.
“They’re well trained and there’s a lot of ‘em. We’ve got to fight
‘em from the bush and use our long rifles to keep ‘em at a
distance.”

“If we do get cavalry together and face them
in a charge, they’re gonna cut us to pieces,” John said. “Those
dragoons been training for years. We’re not gonna be able to train
anybody soon enough to do us any good.”

“You’re right,” Austin said. “We don’t want
to face them that way. We want to keep ‘em bottled up in the town.
We need horsemen all around to see what they’re doin’. We can’t let
‘em mount an attack.”

“I see what you mean,” John said. “You think
if we can keep their horses in town, they’re not going to have
enough food for ‘em. We gotta move fast. They’re not gonna let us
do it if they can help it.”

“We might have the upper hand,” Austin said.
“We’ve got more long rifles than they do. If we can keep ‘em at a
distance, our rifles will make it mighty tough to get their horses
out to graze. The longer we keep ‘em bottled up, the harder it’ll
be for them.

“And there’s one other thing we’ve got to
worry about, John,” Austin continued, “One of the tejanos rode in
yesterday an’ told me there was some centralista ranchero near here
that’s trying to help Cós. He’s holdin’ three hundred horses for
him right now.”

“Where are they?”

“He didn’t know. Fact is he didn’t know for
sure if it’s true. But if it is, it could be real trouble.”

“Well, we sure couldn’t stand a charge by
three hundred of them lancers on fresh horses,” John said. “I
reckon my first job’s to find out where those horses are.”

“No, I don’t think so, John. The most
important thing is to keep the dragoons bottled up in town and keep
‘em separated from those well-fed horses.”

“We’ll most likely need a hundred mounted men
around the town to do that. When we get enough to keep them in
Béxar, then we can take what men we can get and find those
horses.”

Presently, the two men saw a cloud of dust on
the horizon far to the east and just ahead of the advancing army.
It proved to be the vaqueros from Victoria, with Plácido Benavides
at their head. Austin was elated at the sight of them. Thirty
experienced horsemen who knew the countryside were a tremendous
addition. To boost the morale of the troops, Austin placed them at
the head of his army for all to see.

Immediately behind Benavides and the vaqueros
came the fifty horsemen under Ben Fort Smith. The Army of the
People now numbered almost five hundred men. All of these last
to join carried long-range rifles and had American gunpowder.

“Now, there’s a sight for sore eyes,” Austin
exclaimed. “If we just had another hundred of ‘em Cós would have
something to worry about.”

“I’ll ride over to Juan Seguin’s place and
see how many of his vaqueros are ready to ride. He may have some
fresh horses for the rest of us, too.”

“You do that John,” Austin agreed, “and when
you get back, I want you to take charge of all the cavalry. Keep
Benavides and Seguin as your captains. These tejanos are just what
we need to keep those Mexican lancers shut up in the town.”

“Yes, sir,” Moore replied, “and just the fact
that there are tejanos with us will let the Mexican citizens in
Béxar know this fight is for them too, not just for the
Americanos.”

Moore called two of the well-armed young
Texians to accompany him, and set off to the east for the Seguin
ranch.

Bill Tucker caught up with the scouting party
within half an hour. John Cunningham recognized him from some
distance away and fell back to meet him.

“Howdy, Tucker,” Cunningham greeted as he
rode up, “You bring your family back with you?”

“Sure ‘nuff,” Bill replied. “Got my claim in,
too.”

“Good. It’ll be good for Sarah and Annamerica
to have each other close by. C’mon, I’ll take you up and introduce
you to Lieutenant Bull.”

The lieutenant put Bill into the action by
assigning him to relieve the point rider, a quarter of a mile ahead
of the rest of the scouts. As he topped a small hill alongside
Cibolo Creek, he found himself face to face with a squad of ten
dragoons.

The Mexicans were less than three hundred
yards away, but still far too distant to hope to hit Bill with
their carbine muskets. They immediately charged in an attempt to
close the gap. Bill took quick aim at the leading horseman and
fired his rifle. He intended the shot more as a warning to the
other scouts than as a serious attempt to defend against the ten
cavalrymen charging at him. His shot was a good one, though, and
the lead man pulled up wounded, clinging to his saddle. The other
dragoons continued their attack and Bill, his rifle empty now, fell
back to rejoin his squad.

Lieutenant Bull raised his arm and motioned
toward a dry creek bed, a half-a-mile east of their position. The
men spurred their horses toward the gully. As they retreated, Bull
passed the word that on his command they were all to turn and fire
a volley at close range into the Mexican squad.

Approaching the arroyo, there was a moment
when the Texian squad was out of the sight of the charging
Mexicans.

“All right, boys,” Bull shouted, “Here’s our
spot. Pour some lead into ‘em when they come over the rise.”

When the dragoons topped the mound, they
found nine Texian rifles pointing directly at them, less than fifty
yards away. The rifles roared their destruction into the squad,
wounding several. Bull’s men, each equipped with one or two pistols
in addition to their rifles, were ready to continue the attack.

“Go get ‘em boys.” Bull lunged his horse
forward to lead the Texian’s charge.

The enemy, unnerved by the attack, fled back
toward Béxar with the Texians in hot pursuit. Two of the other
Texian squads, although too far away to join in the attack, could
see the action clearly from nearby hilltops. They cheered wildly as
they watched the Mexicans flee.

The skirmish at Cibolo creek provided the
Texians with a much-needed reason to celebrate. That night, the
tale was the main subject of conversation around the campfires.
Corn liquor flowed as the story was told and retold throughout the
night. It grew with each telling; by morning, Bull’s little ten-man
squad had met and defeated a force of a hundred dragoons with only
their Bowie knives.

During the days following the skirmish a few
men trickled in—an individual here, a small group there—but no more
large companies came until John Moore returned with Juan Seguin and
fifty vaqueros and a remuda of more than one hundred fresh,
well-conditioned horses.

The Texians believed that the residents of
Béxar, the béxareños, were, for the most part, supportive of
Santa Anna. Seguin, however, reported otherwise. He told Austin
that many of his friends in San Antonio supported the revolt and
some were eager to fight for the Texian cause. Austin asked him to
keep in close contact with those friends as the Texians needed
their help.

Austin, pleased with the outcome of the
fracas at Cibolo creek, said it showed his plan to blockade the
Mexican force had merit. However, the engagement also demonstrated
that his army, now five miles from San Antonio at the Misión
Espada, was too far away to offer the support these small
reconnaissance parties needed. Had Bull’s squad run into a
company-size unit, they would almost certainly have been destroyed.
He needed to find a base of operations closer to the town so his
scouts could find refuge when under attack.

 


On the early morning of October 27th, Bill
Tucker felt Lieutenant Bull shaking his shoulder. He sat up, trying
to clear the drowsiness from his head.

“What’s happenin’, Lieutenant?” the sleepy
man queried.

“There’s a reconnaissance goin’ out this
mornin’,” the lieutenant told him. “Captain Moore wants you to go
along and ride with their tejano scouts.”

“Soon as I get myself awake,” Bill said. “No
complaint, mind you, but I wonder why he picked me for this
one?”

“Reckon he didn’t pick you, Bill,” Lieutenant
Bull told him. “The tejanos asked for you.”

“You don’t say?”

“Captain Moore wanted to make sure that we
have good communications with the other Texians so he told ‘em that
he wanted at least one Anglo as a member of the scouting outfit.
When he said that, the tejanos told him that if you were here
they’d like it to be you.”

“Well, I’ll be th’owed. I wonder how
come?”

“You’re in the army now, Tucker. You ain’t
supposed to ask why,” the lieutenant chuckled. “You just do it.
Grab yourself some breakfast and hit on out. One of the tejano
scouts is waitin’ for ya over by the chuck wagon.”

It was still dark, but the lanterns hanging
on the wagon where the morning porridge was waiting revealed a
number of men already gathered. Bill got himself a cup of coffee
and a tin of the cornmeal mush and sat down on a log nearby to
eat.

“Buenos dias, Señor Tucker.” A young tejano
lad stepped up. It was Martín Rodriguez.

“Howdy boy,” Bill said, “fancy seein’ you
here. Is your brother, Manuel, here too?”

“No, señor. He wanted to ride with us, but
father sent him to Nacogdoches with messages for Señor
Houston.”

“I reckon he’ll be along soon enough.” Bill
said. “Tell me, did you get your company of lancers organized?”

“No, señor, the lancers are not ready,”
Martín said, “but Señor Saguin is leading our scouts, and I am
riding with them. My father says that he thinks you are a man we
can trust, and one we can depend upon. That is why I suggested to
Señor Seguin that he ask for you.”

“Well, I’m glad to hear that your father had
a good impression of me. I’ll do my best to live up to it. What are
we up to this mornin’ anyhow?”

“Señor Austin is going to explain everything
to us,” Martín told him. “As soon as we finish our breakfast, I
will take you to him.”

A few minutes later the two rode up to a
grove of cottonwood trees where General Austin was conducting a
meeting of officers and scouts.

“Our base of operations here is too far from
the town,” he said as Bill and Martín joined them. “You men go with
Jim Bowie, here, and explore along the San Antonio River to find a
defensible position for our main camp that’s closer in to
Béxar.”

“How far up the river should we scout?” Juan
Seguin asked.

“I want to bring up the main force by
nightfall,” Austin responded. “Find what you’re going to find early
enough so’s you can get back here in time for us to get there
before supper.”

“Señor Seguin,” Colonel Bowie spoke to his
old friend in Spanish, “Do you know of anyplace near the town where
we might find what we need?”

“There are four old missions along the river
between here and Béxar.” The tejano answered in English. “One or
another of them will prove to be what we want.”

“Let’s go look ‘em over,” Bowie said. He
mounted his horse, and signaled to the hundred or so men assembled.
The company moved out and up the river toward the Misión San Juan
Capistrano, the first of the spots along the river on their agenda
for that day.

 


 



 


Chapter 34




Bowie Stretches His Authority

 


MARTÍN TELLS ME that Don Rodriguez speaks
very well of you, Señor Tucker,” Seguin observed.

“So I hear. I’m much obliged to him,” Bill
replied. “What would you like me to do?”

“We’re going to lead the way. You and Martín
ride with me. The other scouts will ride a quarter of a mile or so
off to the right and the left. You can help me stay in touch with
them.”

“Sí,” Bill responded.

Seguin chuckled. “Muy
bien, Señor Tucker. Soon you too
will be tejano!”

 


Bowie had three small companies in his
command that morning. They were the companies under Fannin, Briscoe
and Coleman. Austin had combined the three units into a
reconnaissance force that would have enough men to defend itself if
surprised by Mexicans. Juan Seguin and his eight scouts rode ahead
to discover any enemy patrols in their line of march.

Before noon, the scouts spotted the walled
compound of the Misión Capistrano.

“Tucker,” Seguin said, “go back and tell
Colonel Bowie where we are. I will go down and inspect the mission.
By the time he arrives with the rest of the men, I will have a
report for him.”

Less than an hour later, Bill arrived back at
the hilltop overlooking the mission, accompanied by Bowie and the
ninety-two horsemen. Juan Seguin, having finished his inspection,
met them as they rode up.

“This will not do, Colonel,” Seguin
announced. “It is too small for our main army. We would be the ones
under siege if we bring our men here.”

“I see what you mean,” Bowie nodded. “You
head on upriver and check the other missions. We’ll rest our horses
here and then follow along in a half-hour.”

The scouts found that neither of the next two
missions along the river would be any better than Capistrano. They
continued their search throughout the rest of the day.

Late in the afternoon, Bowie called a halt
and swung down from his horse for a short rest along the
riverside.

“I think we better hang it up, fellers,” he
told Briscoe and Colemen, who rode with him. “We’ll give the horses
ten or fifteen minutes rest and a chance to get a drink and then
we’ll head on back.”

With the horses rested, he was preparing to
signal his men to form up for the return trip, when Bill Tucker
rode in from Seguin’s scouting party.

“Señor Seguin thinks we might have found just
what we’re lookin’ for, Colonel.”

Bowie took a glance at the afternoon sun.
“Cuttin’ the day mighty short. Where is it?”

“It’s the compound of the Misión Concepción,”
Bill told him. “‘Bout two miles up the river, right outside
Béxar.”

“Well, I reckon we better have a look.” Bowie
spat a wad of tobacco and climbed back into the saddle. He rode
forward with his entire force behind him to examine the final
candidate.

Misión Concepción was indeed a much better
site for the base camp. Its buildings were larger, its walls higher
and it had fewer gates. The courtyard was large enough to protect
their entire force, including the horses. Perhaps even more
important, the terrain on every side except along the river was
cleared of all brush and trees, providing a clear view of any force
approaching the place. The bell-tower was higher than those of the
other missions and provided an excellent place to post a
lookout.

Five hundred yards above the mission, the
river made a sharp horseshoe bend that isolated a wide flat meadow.
A line of cottonwood and pecan trees fringed the river around the
peninsula. Behind the trees, an almost vertical dirt bank dropped
ten or twelve feet to a gravel beach below.

As Bowie and Seguin topped a hill and caught
sight of the field, the Colonel stretched a finger in that
direction.

“Look yonder, Juan. That bottleneck over
there might be just the place we’re looking for. Let’s have a
closer look.”

“I don’t understand, señor,” Seguin said.
“Are you thinking of a field to graze our horses? I think it is too
far from the mission grounds. When Cóz attacks, we will never have
time to get the horses into the compound. He will take them
easily.”

“No, no. I’m thinkin’ that would be a perfect
place to defend when Cós moves in on us. Way better than the
mission compound. Look at that line of trees and behind it there’s
a bank that the men can use for cover. Let’s get over there and see
what it looks like close up.”

The two men rode through the opening into the
field and stopped for a moment.

“See what I mean?” Bowie said. “I’d sure hate
to try to make it through here with a hundred rifles pourin’ lead
outta them trees at me.”

“Do you really think the Mexican army will
attack through this narrow opening?”

“I think Cóz will jump at the chance,” Bowie
said, “if he thinks that he has us bottled up here. Ya gotta
remember, Juan, what Cós wants more than anything is to show off
for Santa Anna how tough he is. If he gets a few of his men killed
in the process, it don’t matter to him, not a whit. Juan, all they
have are muskets and we’ve got long rifles. Them fellers, including
Cos, don’t know what they’re in for.”

“Yes, they have only muskets. But they have
many muskets,” Seguin said quietly, “and they also have cannon,
Colonel.”

“That’s true enough,” Bowie conceded, “but I
don’t think they’ll ever get close enough to use ‘em. Tell you
what. Send one of your boys back to get Fannin and Briscoe. We’ll
have us a little confab about this place. And tell ‘em to get
Coleman, too. He oughta be in on this.”

“Sí, señor.”

As the five men rode on an inspection tour
around the tree-lined perimeter of the meadow, one of Juan Seguin’s
scouts rode up.

“Señor Seguin,” the rider reported, “a priest
from the Mission just rode out toward Béxar. We could not stop him,
señor. The men would not fire on a priest. No doubt, he is on his
way to report to General Cós that we are here.

“Looks to me, Juan,” Bowie drawled to the
tejano leader, “like it’s the end of the road now. Cós knows we’re
here. We can’t pull out, and he can’t let us stay. Look’s like
we’re in for that shootin’ match, come mornin’.”

“General Austin was very specific, señor,”
Seguin pointed out. “We are to return before nightfall.”

“It can’t be helped, Juan,” Bowie said. “If
we pull out, Cos’ll see, the same as we do, that this is just what
we need. He’ll have it fortified before we can get back. We’ve got
to hold this mission ‘til General Austin gets here with the rest of
the army. Send word back that we’re stayin’.”

“Sí,” Seguin answered. “I’ll get someone on
the way, but General Austin will not be pleased.”

“I reckon not,” Bowie grinned, “but he’ll be
along all the same and when he gets here, we’ll have a place for
him to hole up.”

“You’re right, Colonel,” Briscoe put in,
“this is an ideal spot. We can’t withdraw and let the Mexicans just
walk in and take it.”

“At West Point they taught us that one should
never deploy a force with their back to a river, sir,” Fannin
offered.

“And just why not?” Bowie asked
pointedly.

“Well, sir,” Fannin continued with a formal
air, “it has been an accepted military strategy since the times of
the Romans that a commander should always form, as a part of his
plan for a battle, a plan for withdrawal in good order in case
fortunes go against him. With the river to our rear, we have no way
to retire if the Mexicans were to gain the upper hand.”

“Ha! I see,” Bowie boomed out. He slapped
Fannin on the shoulder, with a hearty laugh. “You mean that if the
Mex whup us, we ain’t got no place to run!”

“I don’t mean to suggest that that is going
to happen, sir,” Fannin defended. “It’s just good military
planning.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what, son,” Bowie
grinned broadly. “Them Romans ain’t here today. It’s just us
Texians, and we’re gonna do it our way.”

 


“Martín,” the scout leader shouted, signaling
with his arm in the air for the boy to come forward.

“Son,” Bowie said, “I want you to take a
message back to General Austin. Tell him that we have found an
ideal location here at Misión Concepción. We are making camp for
the night. We intend to defend this position until he and the men
relieve us.”

While Seguin explained the orders, Bowie
wrote out a report for the general, including a simple map of the
area showing the mission and the grassy field along the river. When
the message was completed, Bowie placed the letter and the map in a
leather pouch and dropped them in Martín’s saddlebag.

The young tejano turned his horse toward the
main force and sped over the hills. He arrived at Austin’s
headquarters just after dark. Riding up to the General’s tent, he
met a cluster of men, all worried that their failing to return
before dark meant they had met with disaster. Martín avoided giving
any news until he had delivered the dispatch pouch to Austin who
met him in front of the headquarters tent.

The general dismissed Martín with a
blistering invective, sent his aides to find the officers for a
council, and then began pacing in front of his tent. After a few
minutes, Ben Fort Smith made his way through the maze of tents.

“Colonel, that fool Bowie is keeping his
troops exposed overnight. He’s taken it on himself to make camp on
the river and try to hold some piece of ground ‘til we can bring
the rest of the troops up.”

“Where is he, General?” Smith wondered.

“The scout says he’s at a place called
‘Misión Conceptión’ up pretty close to Béxar. This map here—”

Other officers began to arrive and they
retreated into Austin’s tent.

“We’ll get back to that in a minute, Ben,”
Austin said.

“Gentlemen,” he began. His anger somewhat
abated by the activity, his voice took on a tone of sadness. “We’ve
run into the worst kind of situation we could have. Our force is
split and we are too far away to give them support.”

The men stood silently waiting for the
general to continue.

Austin held up the map and pointed to the
spot where Bowie indicated his camp would be.

“Bowie’s patrol has taken up a position on
the river near Béxar, and he plans to hold it ‘til we come up.”
Austin paused a few seconds. “We’re a good three hours march from
that place. There is no way we can bring up the rest of the force
before the Mex hit him in the morning.”

“Maybe it ain’t all that bad, General,” Ben
Milam spoke up. “There was nigh a hundred men in that bunch that
rode out of here this mornin’ and they got Jim Bowie at their head.
They ought to be able to hold almost anything the Mex can throw at
‘em for three hours.”

The mention of Bowie’s name rekindled
Austin’s anger.

“Bowie went directly against my orders,” he
said. “Any man that does that can’t be trusted to make a judgment
about when to hold the line.”

“Excuse me, General,” it was Ben Milam again,
“but a commander in the field is gonna run up against peculiar
circumstances now and again. You cain’t keep a man from doin’ what
he’s gotta do. Besides, you’re talking about Jim Bowie here. Why,
he’d hold down a mountain lion with his bare hands.”

“Darn tootin’,” Deaf Smith said, as soon as
he understood the gist of what Milam was saying.

A chorus of enthusiastic endorsements for Jim
Bowie went up from the others in the room.

“Now, just a minute men,” Austin said with a
sigh. “I’m not questioning Bowie’s courage. He’s got courage
enough. Fact is he’s too brave. Sometimes he doesn’t take the time
to look at the overall picture.” The men quieted.

“The whole reason I told Bowie to get back
here before dark is so that the Mexicans couldn’t come out there
and find us divided. With us split up like that, Cós could move in
at dawn with a good sized force and chew us up a piece at a
time.”

“You want us to saddle up and get on over
there tonight so’s we can be there in the morning and be ready to
cover ‘em first thing?” Milam asked.

“No, sir,” Austin responded. “We can’t afford
to have anything else fouled up. I don’t want anyone out there
trying to make an unplanned night maneuver. You just have the men
ready to move out as soon as we have any light at all in the
morning.”

 


 



 


Chapter 35




The Battle of Misión Concepción

 


“THEM MEX like to get at it early when
they’ve got fightin’ to do,” Bowie said. “Betcha they’re here
before daylight. So let’s get ourselves ready.”

Coleman pursed his lips and nodded slightly.
Fannin shifted in his chair.

“Juan,” Bowie went on, “you put a couple of
your men in the mission tower. They won’t be able to see much ‘til
daylight, but we’d best keep an eye peeled durin’ the night, just
the same. Have the rest of ‘em spread out across the opening to the
field, four, five hundred yards out and listen. If the Mex come up
on us in the dark, we’ll hear ‘em.”

“Sí,” Seguin responded. “I have eleven
men.”

“That oughta be plenty. Have ‘em move out
early in the mornin’, well before there’s any daylight. You tell
‘em to make a ruckus as soon as they’re sure there are Mex out
there, then high-tail it back here and git behind that dirt
bank.

“Fannin,” Bowie went on, turning to the young
West Pointer. “You bring your men up along the left side of the
opening where you can keep ‘em from getting their cannon through.
The rest of you string out straight in front of ‘em.”

“I’ll take my men over to the right side.”
Briscoe said. “We’ll have ‘em in a cross fire.”

“Don’t git too far over there,” Bowie pointed
out. “You’re liable to get your heads blowed off by Fannin’s men.
And if the Mex get through at all, you’ll be right in their line of
fire.”

“Yeah, reckon you’re right. I better put my
men down nearer the open end. From there, we can still fire into
any part of that meadow.”

Bowie nodded his approval. With his men
posted among the trees along the river, their long rifles could
easily reach well beyond the opening to the field.

“Let your horses graze out there on that
meadow, but keep ‘em close in, so you can get ‘em down the bank to
the gravel beach before the shootin’ starts.

 


Juan Seguin called his scouts together while
it was still dark. A thick fog rose from the river and swirled
around the camp, dampening everything and everyone.

“Men,” he said, when the group assembled,
“the look-outs in the tower can’t see anything in this fog. It’s
going to be up to you on the ground.

“Stay together in pairs. Fan out. Move out
four or five hundred paces and keep your ears open. You won’t be
able to see anything, so just listen. As soon as you’re sure you
hear them movin’ up, fire off your rifle and pull back quickly as
you can to join the others.”

Bill Tucker and John Cunningham made their
way out through the darkness, counting their steps. When they
reached the required five hundred paces from their starting point,
they turned away from the river and stepped off another one hundred
paces out of the heavy underbrush near the bank.

Frogs kept up an incessant croaking to
accompany the chirps and chatter of the insects. Moisture found its
way into every seam of Bill’s slicker. He checked the oiled cloth
that covered his rifle’s frizzen. The pan was still dry.

From somewhere to their left, they heard the
sound of someone shaking the water from their slicker and slapping
his hat against his leg.

“Hush it up!” a loud whisper came through the
darkness. “We’re supposed to be listening for the Mex, not makin’
racket so they can find us.”

The two men stared into the night looking in
the direction where they thought the sound originated. They could
see nothing.

“That sounded awful close,” John said,
quietly. “I hope we’re not all bunched up here together. The Mex
could get right past the whole pack of us.”

“Sound travels pretty far in a fog,” Bill
responded.

“Reckon so.”

They sat listening to the frogs and insects
for another hour. A faint grayness began to come over the mist
around them. They checked their weapons again—still dry. Gradually
the fog brightened. They could actually see each other, but no
farther. Bill felt a strange cold sensation around his eyes and
realized it was the dew. It had formed on his lashes and brushed
against his eyelids. Water dripped off John’s hat. The sound of the
insects began to fade.

Suddenly, John put his hand on Bill’s
arm.

“Listen. There’s somethin’ out there.”

Both men heard the creak of saddle leather,
as someone shifted his weight. Bill splashed a little powder into
his rifle’s pan, but left the oiled cloth in place. He could see a
tree trunk thirty or forty feet away, but no sign of the rider with
the squeaky saddle.

Bang!

“Hey, that bean-eater shot my powder-horn
off!”

A dozen shots followed in rapid succession.
Neither Bill nor John had fired. Neither saw a target in the
mist.

After a few seconds, a tremendous volley of
musket fire roared out of the fog. They could hear the balls
zipping through the high grass and slapping into the trees behind
them. Both men removed the oiled cloths from their frizzens, aimed
the weapons in the general direction of the volley and fired.

A horse’s cry told them that at least one of
their balls had taken effect. They ran as fast as the fallen logs
and brush would allow. To their right, other men were shouting out
their names to avoid being shot by their friends as they ran
through the fog.

“It’s Cunningham and Tucker,” they both
shouted.

“Over here,” someone shouted to his right.
Whoever it was fired their rifle in the air.

“I saw the flash,” John announced. “Over
there.”

Ahead, they saw the line of pecan trees and
headed that way. One of the scouts leapt up from behind the dirt
bank.

“Watch your step,” he warned. “The bank is
awful steep right here.”

Bill felt the bank crumble away as his feet
slid all the way down until he was among the horses, crowded on the
narrow strip of gravel at the waters edge.

He immediately scrambled back up the bank and
with his Bowie knife began to dig a ledge for footing. The other
men were doing the same, cutting away any brush that might
interfere with their aim and notching into the dirt to provide a
place to kneel or stand.

“Be ready for ‘em, fellers. There’s hundreds
of ‘em out there,” Bill told them.

“Did you see if they have cannon?”

“Nah, we couldn’t see any better there than
you can here. I did hear a creakin’ noise. Sounded like
wheels.”

“Be assured, gentlemen, they will have
cannon.” Fannin appeared on the bank in front of them.

Bill rolled his eyes.

“Ha,” he said to John with a little chuckle,
“d’you suppose that feller is ever gonna figure out that we’re
almost as smart as he thinks he is?”

“Ain’t nobody that smart,” John chortled back
and plopped his long rifle over a fallen log in front of their
position.

A slight breeze stirred from their left and
pushed the fog back. They could see a hundred feet or more, but
still no view of the Mexicans. One man ran out from cover into the
fog, trying to get a better look.

“Get yo’self back under cover,” Bowie’s voice
boomed out. “We ain’t got men to spare.”

The man reluctantly moved back under the
pecan trees and took up his position behind the dirt bank.

Fannin’s company was the first to see the
enemy. They could make out the outline of the trees on the other
side of the horseshoe bend and somewhere in between saw shapes
moving in the fog.

“Hold your fire,” Fannin ordered.

“Hold yer fire, my foot,” Bill muttered to
John. “I can see a Mex out there and I got a bead on ‘im.”

“I didn’t hear ‘im say nothin’, Bill.”

“Me neither.” Bill held careful aim and
fired. The Mexican artilleryman dropped to the ground. John’s
rifle—and then a dozen more rifles—cracked.

“Hold your fire. Conserve your
ammunition.”

Another volley rattled through the fog. They
could now see two Mexican cannons pulling away from them in the
haze toward the middle of the meadow and nearer the center of the
Texian line. To draw the deadly fire away from the heavy guns, the
Mexican commander sent a column of infantry directly toward
Fannin’s men.

The front row of the Mexicans fired their
muskets. Bill heard a grunt to his left, and turned to offer
help.

“Blast. Will ya look at that?” It was
Hendricks, one of the older soldiers. He held the musket ball in
his hand. “It hit me in the gut but was too spent to break the
skin. That Mex powder ain’t worth a hoot. Yahoo!” He brought his
rifle to bear on the column again.

The breeze picked up and the fog began to
clear. The Texians poured volley after volley into the advancing
Mexican infantry. Despite the falling soldados, they kept coming.
Cannon began firing from the center of the meadow and shaking the
pecan trees, bringing down a shower of ripe nuts.

“Scouts! Scouts!” Someone was shouting to
them over the din of the rifle and artillery fire from the river’s
edge below.

Both John and Bill delivered another round of
fire into the Mexican column and then climbed down to the beach
below. It was Juan Seguin.

“Colonel Bowie wants us to concentrate our
fire on the cannon,” Seguin told them. “We have a better position
down here a few hundred yards. Follow me.”

As the other scouts joined them, they pushed
their way through the crowd of horses, men loading weapons and
others trying to climb back up to firing positions. When they
arrived at the washed-out gully, Seguin pointed to firing positions
for each of the men.

The five man crew firing each of the big guns
was clearly in sight. They were about two hundred yards distant.
The fog had all but cleared in this part of the field.

“Take your time, men,” Seguin advised them.
“We want to silence the cannon. Make every shot count. Make it too
hot for them to come back to.”

Behind them and to their right they could
hear Briscoe shouting orders. “Your fire is falling among Fannin’s
men! Pull out of there. Move over here to the left a little
more.”

The eleven rifles cracked. While the men
reloaded their rifles, Seguin looked out to check the effectiveness
of their fire. The first cannon stood silent. All five of the
gunners were down.

“Hurry it up, men.” Briscoe was still trying
to get his men repositioned. “We need your rifles down here.”

Bill was stunned to see one member of
Briscoe’s company run out into the field.

“What do you suppose he’s doin’,” John asked
him. “Shortcut? That ain’t—”

Just then, the second cannon fired. Its
grapeshot load sent a hail of small projectiles into the gully
protecting the scouts. None of the scouts were hit hit, but the
blast drove a dozen fragments into the body of the man who was
trying to shortcut across the field. He rolled over from the impact
and lay on his back, groaning, some fifty feet in front of
Bill.

While the rest of the scouts eliminated the
gun crew from the second artillery piece, Bill ran out to the
wounded soldier he now recognized as Richard Andrews. Bill, covered
in the lad’s blood, realized there was nothing anyone could do but
carry him back to the gully and watch him suffer and die.

By this time, the Mexicans manned first
cannon again. It roared before the scouts could shoot down the new
gunners.

To their left, dragoons milled about still
mounted, but not yet into the action. They were about four hundred
yards away, but some of the Texians took aim even at that distance.
Several horses went down under the withering rifle fire.

Bringing his attention back to the cannon,
Bill drew a bead on the man in command of the weapons. The officer
dropped when the rifle fired, and no one dared to approach the
cannon to retrieve him.

Bowie came running up to the gully, shouting
something to Seguin in Spanish.

“Come on, men,” Seguin translated. “Let’s go
get those cannon.”

With Bowie in the lead the eleven scouts
charged across the meadow.

A brave—or reckless—Mexican artilleryman
brought in a team of horses to save one of the cannon. He quickly
hitched them to the caisson, jumped onto it and drove the team at
top speed toward the opening from the meadow. The gun carriage
bounced and heaved, but the man hung on.

The scouts brought their rifles to bear on
the fleeing artillero and fired. On the next jolt, the man
flew off and landed in a heap in the wake of the caisson. A company
of Mexican infantry were still trying to get close enough to
Fannin’s men to do damage; the horses continued their terrified
dash, smashing through their ranks.

Being crushed by their own artillery was too
much, even for the highly disciplined Mexican infantry. They turned
and fled, pouring out of the narrow bottleneck entrance to the
meadow. The Texians continued to fire upon the fleeing men. The
dragoons continued milling about in the background, waiting to
clean up the stragglers of the rebel mob as they had been told they
would do, but only for a moment. Soon they, too, were on the
retreat.

Over a hill from the east, Bowie spotted
Austin and the rest of the Texian army arriving in time to help
hurry the Mexican flight back to Béxar. He told his men to mount up
and pursue the Mexicans and to try to capture the other cannon.
Then he rode off to meet with Austin before he got too close.

“Bowie! What the hell did you think you were
doing, goin’ against my orders?” Austin snarled.

“Well, good mornin’ to you too, General,”
Bowie drawled. A big lopsided grin spread over his face. “An’
congratulations, General, on this magnificent victory your Colonel
has won for you.”

“You was just plain lucky, Bowie,” Austin
hissed. “Did you see that passel of dragoons they had out there?
They had enough men, they could have stuck a lance into each of you
and still have had enough left over to take us on when we came
up.”

Bowie reared back in his saddle and drew his
mouth up into a twisted smirk. “Now, you just hold on there,
General.” Bowie’s voice took on new hard tone.

“You’re lucky I don’t have you arrested,”
Austin’s tone matched the edge in Bowie’s.

Bowie clenched his teeth and looked Austin
straight in the eye. “You just do that sometime, General.” He spun
his horse in the direction of Béxar and rode off to catch up to the
rest of his men.

Ben Milam rode up and found Austin slapping
his hat against the side of his leg and swearing a blue streak.

“Looks like you and Bowie done had your
little confab. Now, question is, what do we do from here?”

 


Thirty-nine dead and wounded Mexican soldados
and seven dead Mexican horses littered the ground of the peninsula.
The scouts carried Andrews to Misión Concepción, where he lingered
in terrible pain for several days before he died. He was the only
Texian casualty.

 


 



 


Chapter 36




James Meets Sabriego

 


THE CELL, no more than ten feet long, was
about six feet wide. Its heavy wooden door held a small window with
iron bars forming a cross through its middle. A few inches below
the window, an iron-rimmed slot provided a passage for food.
Another barred window let light into the cell through the thick
adobe wall at the back.

Along one wall, a wooden bench served as a
cot. Barely long enough for him to lie down on, it was the only
available sleeping surface, with neither mattress nor blanket. It
was good for one thing, though. By pulling it near the window and
standing on it, he could see the courtyard.

An adobe building stood a short distance to
his left with three wooden steps leading to a doorway. The Eagle
and Rattlesnake flag of Mexico topped a pole in front of the
building. Under that, the banner of the double state of Coahuila y
Tejas reported that the masters of this place still believed the
two remained joined as part of Mexico.

In a large corral, a number of horses, sweaty
from the day’s work, crowded up to the water troughs. As each
finished drinking, a soldier led it from the corral and tethered it
to a line of other horses. When he had gathered ten horses on his
rope, he led them out through the fort’s main gate. James concluded
there must be open pasture to the east.

He watched for a while, studying each animal
until he was convinced Tess was not in the group. Down from his
perch, he pulled the wooden cot back to its original spot and lay
down to wait whatever came next. After some hours, judging by the
change in shadows, he heard an iron-on-iron clang as someone
unlocked the outside door to the prison. A moment later, a Mexican
woman appeared at the barred widow. She was in her sixties, he
guessed.

 


Maria’s grandson, Hector, was about the same
age as James. When the trouble between Mexico and Texas erupted
into war, Maria Sanchez became concerned the Mexican army might
press Hector into service. She convinced her son to take his family
to Saltillo where she knew both he and Hector could find work as
vaqueros, and she hoped he’d be free of the attention of Santa
Anna’s conscriptors.

But since they had gone, she missed the boy
very much.

James saw Maria start and place a hand over
her heart as though she recognized him. Despite James’ lighter hair
and eyes, there were some striking similarities between the two
boys. Seeing such similar features gave her a rush of sympathetic
excitement.

She spoke to him in Spanish and offered him a
cup of water.

He took the cup, emptied it and gave it back.
Maria pushed a tin plate of food through the space in the door,
then rose and tried again to start a conversation.

“Sorry, but I don’t understand Spanish,”
James shrugged his shoulders. Then realizing there were a few words
of Spanish he did know, he held up the water cup and tin of food.
Returning her smile he said, “Gracias.”

Maria renewed her smile and launched into
chatter. After a minute or two of incessant talk, her smile changed
to a sheepish grin as she realized James had not understood a word
she was saying.

“No hablas Español?”

James understood that question. “No, ma’am,”
he smiled. “I’m afraid that I don’t hablas at all.”

“Todos me llaman Abuelita,” the woman
said, but James still didn’t understand. She gave him a smile and a
wave before she passed out of his line of sight.

James wolfed down the tortillas and beans.
With his hunger assuaged, he took a moment to consider his
situation.

He was surprised to realize that he did
understand some of what the old woman had said. “Me llaman
Abuelita.” He thought about that for a moment. I think that
means, “My name is Abuelita.” He smiled with satisfaction.
Yep, I believe that’s it.

He felt more isolated after his visit by the
old woman. Even when he’d met someone willing to befriend him,
without the language, he was still alone. He made up his mind that
he would take advantage of his imprisonment to learn Spanish. Even
if he only had the guards to talk to, at least he’d be able to ask
for things he needed, and he would understand what his captors were
telling him to do.

He lay back on his cot, hands folded behind
his head.

“If this old woman—if Abuelita, comes back,”
he said aloud to himself, “she might be just the person to teach
me.”

With a new, positive purpose in mind, life as
a prisoner became easier. He set about at once to make an inventory
of the Spanish words he knew. It only took a minute; it was a short
list. ‘Sí,’ yes, he thought, ‘no,’ no. That’s easy.
He remembered Abuelita saying something about agua. Agua, water.
Gracias. Perhaps a dozen other uncertain words came to
mind.

He knew nothing about how to put them
together in a sentence, but he was confident he would learn
quickly. When darkness fell, he was still lying there smiling to
himself, looking forward to the morning and putting into effect his
new plan to learn the Spanish language.

It was still quite dark next morning when a
bang wakened him. He climbed off his cot and pressed his
head against the door, trying to see down the hallway. At first, he
could hear only the clanging of doors and shuffling of wooden
chairs on the floor. Angry Spanish voices sounded in the hallway as
a lantern appeared. The keys rattled in his door and guards jerked
it open.

“Wake up, Gringo.” At first, James could see
only the glare of the lantern the guard held in front of his eyes.
The guard grabbed him by the arm and shoved him through the
door.

Gradually, as his eyes grew accustomed to the
light, the scene before him came into focus. The slovenly, unshaven
guard stood in stark contrast to the three smartly uniformed
soldiers that took him in their charge. The guard stood there with
his suspenders hanging loosely around his hips. He reeked of
tequila. One of the soldiers, clearly in charge, struck the guard
across the face and swore at him in Spanish and then signaled the
other two to take James outside.

In the open area in front of the office
building, James saw men engaging in the early morning activity of
the fort. The gate stood open and horses were brought in from the
corral. A number of the dragoons had gathered at the enclosure,
each selecting their own horses from the herd and getting ready for
the day’s business. James saw Tess being led through the gate as he
made his way across the compound. She gave him a soft nicker of
recognition as they passed.

Continuing to chatter in Spanish, the officer
directed James into the building and down a long hallway. In a room
near the back of the building, his guards shoved him into a chair
next to a large table, with his back to the door and his face to a
bare wall. The guards tied his hands to the arms of the chair and
then took up positions outside. The officer carrying the lantern
looked at James with obvious contempt for a moment, and then
followed, leaving the door standing open.

The room was dark, but James noticed a small
window with bars set midway through the thick adobe walls. Through
the window he saw the sky beginning to brighten.

It seemed like a long time before he heard
any further sounds. Sometime after sunup, he heard faint voices
from another room. He listened for a moment and realized at least
one of the men was speaking in English.

James listened carefully. There was something
familiar about the voices, but he could not tell what they were
saying.

Time dragged. The sun rose high enough for
the rays to pour in through the window and bathe the side of his
face. Sweat ran into his eyes. Another hour passed, and the sun
rose higher. Although the room grew hotter, he was more comfortable
once the sunlight no longer struck him directly. James began to
wonder if the officer had forgotten him.

After a time, the voices through the walls
fell silent and he heard boots in the hallway. The steps grew near,
and he was sure they had entered the room. James felt a powerful
blow on the right side of his head, sending him and the chair
clattering over and smashing to the floor. With his hands tied, he
could do nothing to break his fall. His head knocked smartly
against the adobe wall near the end of the table.

Taken by surprise, James was stunned for a
few seconds. He could not understand what had happened to him. Then
pain roiled his consciousness, and fear rushed in.

Quickly, though, like the tremendous wall of
water that rolls down a Kentucky holler when a flash thunderstorm
strikes the high ridges, James’ outrage flared. For a few seconds
his face reddened. The veins in his forehead stood out and he
clenched his hands into fists. Just as quickly, he evaluated his
situation. With his hands tied, surrounded by strong men with
weapons, he could do nothing. He was a captive in his enemy’s camp.
No doubt, this attempt to intimidate him was to force him to tell
them something about the resistance. He knew his only weapon was
determination. Like that Kentucky hill flood, his determination
roared in to fill the gap created by his momentary fear and
outrage. He would be a rock. They would get absolutely nothing from
him.

“Guards!” Sabriego shouted.

The two guards stationed outside the door
stepped through the opening. The two officers stood away from the
table and waited.

“Sí, Capitán!” one of the guards
reported.

“Set this man’s chair back on its legs,”
Sabriego’s sneer almost broke James’ resolve to remain silent.

James pressed his teeth together and forced
his facial expression to reveal nothing. The treacherous captain
glowered at him for a moment then slammed his hand down on the
table.

“Let me explain your situation to you, Señor
Tomás,” the captain said in measured tones. “You are in a very
difficult position. You were captured while acting as a spy for the
rebels. You were captured with a weapon in your possession. Do you
know what that means?” The captain leaned forward until his eyes
were on a level with those of the lad.

James did not respond. His cold stare matched
that of the duplicitous captain. To assure himself his expression
would not waver, he gripped down hard on the chair arms. His eyes
held steady. He uttered not a sound. Sabriego’s eye gave ground
first; he turned away.

“If this is your choice,” Sabriego said,
“then I will explain your circumstances to you.”

He paused for a few seconds and then thrust
an accusatory finger in front of James’ face. “You are a
pirate.”

Sabriego leaned back to let James have a
moment for the impact of his words to make its impression. He
waited for the fear he thought he had seen for a moment in James’
eye to return.

“That makes you subject to el Presidente
Santa Anna’s order to execute all pirates found within our borders.
Let me assure you, Señor Tomás, unless you cooperate with me in
every way, you will be shot.”

James’ mind was racing, trying to make sense
of these threats. What did they think he knew? How did this Mexican
officer know his name? He had told no one who he was since his
capture. There were too many questions unanswered. He kept his
facial expression steady, gripped the chair arms and maintained his
silence.

“You will find I am a reasonable man.
Cooperate with us and you will be treated kindly, as all of the
other Anglos have been who have shown the good sense to join us.
Surely, you must be able to see it is to your advantage to bring
this rebellion to an end.”

James held his face steady, making certain
not to change the set of his jaw. He let his mind rush on,
examining the Mexican’s words. Join him? Does he think that my
honor is so shallow? Other Texians have joined him? Nah, there’s
not a Texian that’s low-down enough to turn coat. He’s lying about
that.

James sat silent and brooding.

Sabriego glowered at him for a moment then
stepped around the table.

“Your gloves,” he said in Spanish and held
out his hand to one of the uniformed sentries.

The man removed his heavy leather campaign
gloves from their place on his cartridge belt and handed them to
Sabriego.

For a moment, James watched the officer
swagger in front on him. James knew the Mexican was studying him,
perhaps judging the strength of his resolve. Then, taking the heavy
gloves by the cuff, swung them with all the force he could muster
against James’ left cheek. Without a moment’s hesitation, he swung
them back the other direction. There was a second loud crack as the
gloves made contact with the right cheek.

This time James could not maintain his
silence. A low grunt escaped from his lips.

“Nothing to say, Gringo?” Sabriego
mocked.

He stood squarely in front of James now,
slowly pulling the gloves onto his hands. When both were in place,
he took more time by pressing each finger of each glove until they
were firmly in place. James could feel a small trickle of blood
running down his right cheek where the hard leather had broken the
skin beside his right eye. His alarm mounted, but he showed no
emotion.

“Speak to me, Señor Tomás,” Sabriego said
coldly, “and speak to me with respect.”

James’ heart raced as he forced back the fear
that tried to overpower his courage. Bringing his focus to bear on
Sabriego’s eyes he recalled words he had once read, “...if an enemy
kills a man for standing firm, he dies but once. If that enemy
succeeds in making him cringe in fear, then he will die many
times....”

He clenched his teeth and steeled himself for
the worst.

Suddenly, Sabriego’s left fist shot out and
struck James across the side of his mouth, driving several of his
teeth into the soft tissue of his cheek. As the blow fell and the
chair rocked back and began to tip over, James instinctively kicked
his feet forward to try to counter-balance the shift in weight. His
toes cracked against Sabriego’s shins.

The captain let out a bark of pain, leaped
back and bent over to rub both his shins at once. A stream of
curses flew from his mouth. His face reddened and his rage built.
He rushed at James again, approaching from the side of the chair to
make his shins less vulnerable. He pummeled blow after blow against
James’ face. This time the pounding succeeded. The chair tumbled
over, and James’ head cracked against the wall. He lay on his side
dazed and bleeding, his hands still tied to the arms of the
capsized chair.

Frustrated at his failed effort to intimidate
James and humiliated in front of the junior officers, Sabriego lost
all reason. Cursing wildly, he lashed out with his foot, trying to
kick James in the stomach. His toe fell instead on the arm of the
chair, making a minor bruise on James’ forearm, and spinning the
chair around. He swore again and flung his boot in another attempt.
The chair was still spinning from the first impact. As it turned,
it moved James out of the way and presented one of the projecting
legs in his place. Once again, Sabriego’s shin took the brunt of
the punishment, absorbing the energy from the kick.

With a howl, the captain dropped into another
chair nearby. He struck out again, using the protected sole of his
boot against the offending chair leg. The leg snapped off, giving
him some measure of satisfaction.

“Take this dog back to his cell,” he barked
in Spanish to the guard, then switching to English, he added, “We
will shoot him in the morning.”

 


 



 


Chapter 37




A Ray of Hope

 


JAMES, TOO STUNNED from the beating to grasp
what Sabriego said, staggered to his feet when the guards untied
him from the broken chair. Nausea swept over him and he almost
fell. One under each arm, they dragged him through the dust back to
the cell and dumped him on the floor. The cell door clanged shut,
the key turned, and all was quiet.

For half an hour, James lay there breathing
heavily and trying to recover strength enough to get to his feet.
Finally, he either lapsed into unconsciousness or fell asleep,
still sprawled on the filthy floor.

Stinging pain from his lips, nose and eyes
along with a burning sensation on his scraped the skin, woke him.
He gasped in surprise when his fingers touched the swollen lips.
Ants eating his lips swarmed over his hands and let him know what
caused the increasing pain. He swiped at the insects, but there
were too many and brushing against his wounds made matters
worse.

Looking around the cell for
something—anything—he could use to rid himself of the infestation,
he spotted the tall water cup left by Abuelita. He raised the cup
to slush the contents on his face to wash away the insects and then
stopped. This half-cup of water was likely all he would get
today.

Instead, he tore a piece of cotton from the
tail of his shirt and wet it with a little of the water from the
cup. Wiping the blood, dirt and insects from his face was a slow
and painful process, but after some time he succeeded for the most
part. He drank a few sips of the remaining water, then lay back on
the cot to rest and collect his thoughts. In spite of the throbbing
pain, he dozed off.

After only a few minutes, he awoke with a
start. His brain had cleared enough that he recalled Sabriego’s
last words after the beating. “We will shoot him in the morning.”
He felt again the old battle between fear and determination.

In a way, his beating by Sabriego had been no
worse than a fistfight where both combatants landed heavy blows.
Even with his hands tied and suffering terrible punishment, he had
not felt defeated. Standing firm had been hard, but James’ courage
and determination had landed some telling, too. He almost smiled,
recalling Sabriego’s frustration.

Now, courage was more elusive. Alone with
only his thoughts, waiting for the morning and the punishment
Sabriego had promised was difficult.

He lay there in the hot cell for several
hours, sweat stinging his open wounds as he pushed thoughts of his
pending execution and the pain from his swollen, bleeding lips from
his mind. Over and over he searched his brain for a way to escape,
but could think of nothing. Without help from outside, it seemed
utterly hopeless. He reached for his cup to get another sip of
water. It was empty.

Late in the afternoon he heard the now
familiar clang of the door to the guard’s chamber and recognized
Abuelita’s voice rattling off a long string of unfamiliar Spanish
words to the guard. It sounded like the guard was not going to let
her enter.

She did not hesitate. With another string of
words, louder and faster than those she had first used, she pushed
her way past the guard and appeared at the window of James’ cell
door.

She shouted in Spanish, when she saw his
battered face. James didn’t need to know the language to understand
what she was saying.

She spoke to James, her voice taking on a
sympathetic tone and handed him a cup of water. The plate of beef,
rice, peppers and tortillas that she slid through the cell door
held larger portions than she usually served. Abuelita did not wait
for her reward of a smile from James. Instead, she turned her
attention immediately to the guard, shouting and waving a finger
under his nose.

The guard turned his palms up and shrugged.
Frantically trying to turn her wrath on someone else, the man
pointed desperately toward the office building across the path.
With another spew of clearly unkind words, she was out the door on
her way to the office, leaving the tins of food intended for the
other prisoners sitting in her cart in front of the jail.

James pulled his cot back under the window to
watch while he tried to get as much food past his numb and bleeding
lips as he could. Abuelita stormed across the path to Sabriego’s
office. She leaned forward, as if facing into a stiff wind. At the
top of the three steps leading to the entrance, she pushed open the
door without knocking. He listened carefully, but could hear
nothing.

After a few minutes, the door opened and two
soldados appeared, one holding each of Abuelita’s arms. They
escorted her well clear of the building then released her. Without
a word, they returned inside the building and closed the door.

The old woman immediately scurried back up
the steps and started pounding on the now locked door while
shouting at the top of her voice. James heard her shout Sabriego’s
name several times, but could make out nothing else. He feared what
these men would do to an old woman. Presently the door opened, and
the soldados issued forth once more, this time accompanied by their
captain.

The main gate of the fort was open and
Sabriego motioned toward it while issuing orders to the soldiers.
This time it was Sabriego’s turn to rattle off a stream of chatter.
As the soldiers ejected the woman from the fort, he prattled
continuously and waved his finger in the air. He did not stop until
the woman was beyond the wall. The gate closed and the great bar
dropped into place across the locking hooks.

An eerie quiet fell over the fort after the
woman departed. James saw the two guards atop the wall looking down
from their perch, laughing and following Abuelita with their eyes
as she walked back toward the town of San Patricio.

James ate what he could of his dinner, but
gave up after a few minutes to the pain of the peppers against his
shredded cheeks and swollen lips. He placed his tin with what was
left of the food on the brick ledge next to the window and laid
down again on the cot. In spite of the pain in his face and the
fear and excitement in his gut, exhaustion won out and he dozed. As
dusk established itself, he awoke again to the clanging of the cell
door.

“Ah, my son,” a man dressed in black had been
admitted to his cell. The man gave a sigh of resignation, “ye have
a sad and stubborn streak about ye.”

“Son?” James responded uncertainly. “Who are
you?”

“Me name is Father O’Malley.” The man moved
closer to the window where James could get a better look at him in
the fading light. “Stubborn ye may be, but ye must have a way about
yerself. I’ve had two respected members of me flock ask me to see
you, they have.”

“Oh,” James said. “Now I see. You’re one of
those Catholic preachers. That’s why you called me ‘my son,’ isn’t
it? Who was it that asked you to come and see me?”

“Just a turn of speakin’, lad,” Father
O’Malley said. “A ‘preacher’ as ye say, but in the Catholic faith I
am called a priest.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” James answered uneasily, “I
didn’t mean to be disrespectful.”

“Allow not a fret for thy tongue, lad,” the
priest said. “The Banner of God is carried by many a different
hand.”

“What should I call you, sir?” James
asked.

“Me flock shows honor to me by calling me
‘Father’ or ‘Padre’.” Father O’Malley advised him. “If yer own
faith won’t allow you to say that, ye can call me without a title
at all or ye can do as ye have and just call me Sir.”

“There is no reason that I should not call
you Father, sir,” James told him. “If everyone else calls you that,
then I will too. You say two people asked you to come and see me.
Who were they, Father?”

“Maria Sanchez came to me this afternoon. She
told me that the guards here had beaten you. Others tell me that it
was Sabriego, himself, that did it. They say that you refused to
answer his questions.”

“Maria Sanchez?” James wondered. “I don’t
know anyone by that name.”

“Everyone calls her Granny,” the priest said.
“She brings the food to the prisoners.”

“Oh, yes, I know her, of course. I thought
her name was Abuelita.”

“Aye, lad. That’s the Spanish word for
Granny,” O’Malley said. “She says you remind her of her grandson,
Hector. She complained to Sabriego about the way you were being
treated, but he wouldn’t listen to her and had her thrown out of
the fort.”

“Yes, I saw what happened.”

“She thinks that I have more influence than I
do. She wanted me to intervene with Sabriego and get you released,
but there is no chance that he would release a prisoner on my
word.”

“He says he is going to shoot me in the
morning,” James said matter-of-factly.

“I doubt that he will do that,” Father
O’Malley said, after a short pause. “He would have to get approval
from his commanding officer for such a thing. That would be General
Cos and he is in Béxar.”

“He insists I am a pirate,” James added, “and
that is all the authority he needs.”

“He is only a captain, my son,” the priest
said seriously. “He has to have orders.”

“You said that two people came to you about
me, Father?” James inquired. “Who was the other?”

“The other,” the priest lowered his voice and
looked around to make sure that the guards were not listening, “was
a lad that you met near the San Antonio River not a week
since.”

“Kevin is here?” James asked
incredulously.

“Quiet, boy. That he is,” the priest
continued. “He told me about your capture at the Ramirez ranch. He
came back to find a way to get you out.”

“What can he do?” James puzzled. “There is a
guard in the prison and two more stationed on the wall right
outside, all night long.

“Ay, lad,” the priest said. “There is little
he can do to open the doors to this jail. But—if ye could find your
own way into the compound—methinks he could prepare the way for ye
to get yerself over the wall and away from the fort.”

James studied the priest with a surprised
expression on his face. “Could you help me, Father?” he asked
finally.

“Nay, me boy, I cannot go against the law.
St. Matthew tells us of our Savior’s words when he instructs us
that we must ‘Give unto Caesar what is Caesar’s.’ ”

“You mean that you have to obey the law, even
if you don’t agree with it?” James queried.

“That’s right, my son. A good Christian must
always obey our government in whatever country he has been called
to serve.

“Of course, it is also written,” he
continued, “that we must give to God what is God’s. So you see,
when a government tries to take for itself duties that should be
rightfully left to the care of God, then we have a conflict with
the law and we cannot follow it.”

“I’m confused, Father,” James admitted. “How
can you choose when you must obey the law and when you must not
obey?”

“One must search his own soul for that
answer,” Father O’Malley told him pensively. “Now, Master O’Ryan
tells me that he has a plan for getting you away from the fort if
you can get over the back wall near the pastures.”

“I can’t see any way to do that,” James
said.

“Perhaps Maria will have an idea or two,” the
priest smiled and winked his left eye to the lad. “She will be by
soon with your evening meal.”

“I thought the captain had thrown her out and
wouldn’t let her come back?”

“Ah now, there are some things where he will
take my council. I had me a word with the good captain and he
agreed to let Maria keep her employment.”

“Looks like you do have some pull.” James
grinned.

“Well, me boy, it’s time to go about me
duties elsewhere. Don’t think any more about Captain Sabriego’s
threats. I shall visit the prison again tomorrow. I wonder if I
will find you here?”

Only minutes after the priest left the cell,
James heard clang of the doors opening and the sound of Abuelita’s
now familiar voice. She appeared after a moment, bringing food to
the cells she had skipped on her last visit. When she finished with
the other prisoners, she passed James’ cell and slid another tin of
food through the door. She handed him a cup of water without a
word. Pausing for a few seconds, she rolled her eyes toward the cup
and left the building.

 


 



 


Chapter 38




Zeke’s “Hospital”

 


AFTER BETSY bandaged Annamerica’s arm and
poured whiskey over it, four riders came in from Ezekiel Williams’
place, five miles away.

Zeke had heard the gun-fire, faint and
uncertain as it was. He and the others rode over to investigate.
When they saw dead Indians, they rode out over the hills and along
the nearby river to search for more. Finding none, they came back,
buried the unlucky attackers and then went to the house to offer
any help needed.

“Y’all gotta know that the men folks here are
gonna be mighty proud of the lot of ya,” Zeke Williams said.
“You’re a tough bunch of ladies, but I don’t think that you oughta
stick around here and wait for Red Hawk’s tribe to show up.”

“What do you think we ought to do, Zeke?”
Sarah asked.

“I’m a thinkin’ that we oughta put you ladies
up at my place ‘til your men get back. We could hold off the whole
passel of ‘em there if they come down on us.”

The women agreed, and within two hours, the
caravan was underway. Three wagons led a strange array of animals
including two cows and a calf. Four saddle horses and eight field
horses were loaded with sacks of grain, extra harness, tools and
all the foodstuffs they could carry. With one of the men from
Williams’ place driving, Betsy rode in the back of a wagon, able to
relax for the first time since she awoke that morning.

She lay back against the sacks of grain and
took a deep breath. Pain throbbed in her scalp where the Indian had
grabbed her hair. The raw welt across her shoulders from the
powder-horn strap burned from perspiration. Worst of all was the
knot welled up on her head where she had struck the door-post.

“I am so dirty,” she groaned. She closed her
eyes and slept for those five dusty miles.

 


In addition to Annamerica and her shoulder
wound, there were several injured people at the Williams stockade.
One, a young vaquero, had come between two bulls competing for a
small herd of cows. Another man, a gambler from New York, had a
knife wound in his stomach. Along one wall, a young girl of about
ten or twelve lay on a cot, pale and still as death.

“Snake bite,” Zeke Williams told them.

Betsy started in the girl’s direction, then
caught sight of Manuel Rodriguez sleeping soundly among the
injured.

“What happened to Manuel, Mr. Williams?”

“Ah, you know the Rodriguez boy, do you?”
Zeke raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Don’t you worry none
about him, Missy. He’s nigh-on-to as tough as you are.”

“But what happened?” She repeated.

“He was on his way to take money from his pa
to Señor Seguin to buy horses for Houston, when some bushwhacker
put a slug into ‘im. He’ll be all right, though. He got back-shot
under his shoulder blade, but it doesn’t look like it hit anything
too bad.”

“Why would anyone do such a thing?” Betsy
shook her head with disgust.

“Well, Missy, some folks will do a heap of no
good for money such as he was packin’. We don’t rightly know how it
came about. Could be someone heard about the money and laid for
‘im, or could be he met up with someone on the trail and let it
slip what he had in his saddlebags. He’s perty much of a trustin’
soul.”

“Didn’t he say anything about what
happened?”

“No, he ain’t come ‘round, yet. A couple
fellers comin’ in from Nacogdoches found him on the trail yesterday
and brought him in and we patched him up. God willin’, he’ll come
out of it ‘fore long.

“The only reason we know about the money is
that there was a note in his pocket from Juan Rodriguez to Senor
Seguin, but there wasn’t no money. His rifle and pistols were gone,
too.”

“Do you think he’ll be all right?”

“We got the slug out and best I can figur’,
he’ll mor’n likely make it. ‘Course, he’ll git a fever tomorrow or
the next day, and it all depends on how he weathers that.”

Betsy felt her friend’s head and felt no
signs of fever. She tried to get him to take water, but had no
success. Knowing she couldn’t help now, Betsy left Manuel and
returned to examine Annamerica’s shoulder wound in the better light
of mid-morning.

“Oh, mercy,” she muttered.

At first she had been pleased to see the cut
less deep than she first thought. Then she was appalled when she
found the wound filled with tiny black particles. After the blow,
Mrs. Tucker had fallen directly into the dust, dirt and horse
manure of the barnyard. Betsy recalled the filthy tomahawk, caked
with the dried blood of the Indian’s previous victims.

“What is it, child?” Annamerica asked, in
alarm.

“There is all kinds of nastiness in this cut,
Mrs. Tucker,” Betsy told her. “We’ve got to get it cleaned out and
it’s going to hurt something awful.”

“Let me see what you’re talkin’ about.” Mrs.
Tucker strained her head back over her shoulder to try to see the
wound, but could see nothing except the blood running down her
arm.

“Well, you do what you gotta do. One thing we
got is plenty of whiskey to clean it out with. Get me that hunk of
wood over there to bite down on while you do it. The sooner you get
it out of there the less of it will get into my blood.”

The dull tomahawk had bruised the flesh for a
wide area around the cut. The gash itself was less than an inch
deep, the skin torn from a point just below her shoulder almost to
her elbow. Betsy spread the wound open and poured a liberal amount
of the omnipresent medicine, whiskey, directly into the cut.
Annamerica’s body stiffened as she bit down on the wood but she
made no sound. With the blood washed away, Betsy saw some larger
particles imbedded in the bottom of the jagged cut. She rolled a
small piece of cloth, soaked it in whiskey and then wiped the dirt
and grime from the injury. Annamerica stiffened again, exhaled a
sharp gasp of pain and fainted.

Betsy examined the other sufferers. The
cowboy’s broken leg seemed to be doing well. She positioned his
foot on a three-legged stool then gave him a bowl of the chicken
soup.

The gambler’s knife wound seemed less
serious. The man was in good spirits and joked about his little
scratch when Betsy removed the bandage. The wound was just a thin
line across his belly, with a little redness about a quarter inch
from where the knife broke the skin.

She had no doubt that he would recover
quickly. She washed down the area around the injury with whiskey,
re-bandaged it and issued the man his ration of chicken soup.

The girl was another matter. Her skin, dry
and hot, had a sickly pallor, and she could hold down no food or
water. The girl could not stand or even lift her arms. No one knew
of anything to do to help her. She could not lift the spoon to feed
herself, so Betsy sat with her for over an hour spooning chicken
broth into the girl’s mouth. After a short time, she threw up all
she had taken. Bathing her head with a wet cloth was all Betsy
could do.

After a while, the girl fell into a deep
sleep and Betsy could not wake her. She placed a fresh cloth on the
girl’s forehead and stepped back, assuring herself that everyone
had received what care she could offer.

Betsy sat down just long enough to have a
satisfying bowl of soup and then spent the rest of the afternoon
clearing away debris left from the damage done to the building by
the Mexicans during their short occupancy. She cleaned the room set
aside for the make-shift hospital and asked Zeke to repair a leg on
one of the broken tables. She scrubbed its top and set it along the
wall as convenient place for preparing bandages and food for the
injured. Next, she turned her attention back to her patients.

“Well, Missy, how’s our sicklies gettin’
on?”

“That snake bite looks bad, Mr. Williams,”
Betsy said. “Isn’t there anyone around here that knows what to do
for it?”

“I’m afraid there just ain’t nothing that you
can do,” Zeke answered. “Sometimes, if you get at it right away,
you can suck the poison out of a snake bite. But, you got to get to
it just as soon as it happens. This little one ran all the way back
to the house from down by the river. By the time she got here the
poison was all stirred up in her blood and it was too late to do
anything with it.”

“How could you have gotten the poison out if
you had got to her sooner, Mr. Williams?”

“What you gotta do,” Zeke continued, “is take
your knife and make a little cut in the skin right across the fang
marks. Then you put your mouth over the cut and suck out as much
blood as you can.

“If’n you can get enough of the poison out,
it might help a little. You want to be sure and wash your mouth out
good afterwards, though. You gotta get rid of all that poison.”

Betsy felt a wave of queasiness sweeping over
her as she listened to the grizzled old pioneer’s instructions. She
swallowed hard to hold back the nausea and tried not to let it
show.

“If it’s been more that ten or fifteen
minutes, though,” he went on, “it’s too late. All you can do then
is just wait. A person is either gonna get over it, or they ain’t.
Now, this here young’n looks mighty peaked, but most times, folks
pull out of it all right.”

“I feel so sorry for her,” Betsy responded.
“I wish there was something I could do, at least to make her feel
better.”

“You’re doin’ all you can do, Missy,” Zeke
said. “Just keep a wet rag on her head to keep down the fever, and
wait for her to get over it. The main thing is to try to keep the
fever down. If it gets too bad, ya could take her out and throw her
in the horse trough—that’ll cool her off some. I wouldn’t do that,
though, less’n it gets real bad.”

The nausea cleared away as Betsy almost
laughed at that suggestion.

“I promise, Mr. Williams, I won’t do that
unless it gets real bad,” she assured him. The first hint of a
smile crossed her face, since the morning’s combat. “I hate to just
keep calling her ‘that girl’. Do you know her name?”

“Her name’s Amanda Martin. Her ma died a
while back and her pa is down at Victoria with Dimmitt. She’s been
stayin’ here with us ‘til he gets back. I ain’t got word to her pa
yet about the snake bite.”

“Amanda,” she whispered, placing a fresh, wet
cloth on the girl’s forehead. “I sure hope there is something that
we can do for you.”

“The reason I come in here just now,” said
Zeke, changing the subject, “is that when we first got here this
morning, you said that you wanted to take a bath. So’s I het up
some water for ya. It’s out there in the wash house in one of them
big tubs.”

“Oh, thank you so much, Mr. Williams,” Betsy
responded. She threw her arms around the grubby old settler’s neck
and kissed him on the cheek.

“Now…uh…but…” Zeke sputtered, “Take all the
time you want. I’ll stay here and look after these here sicklies.
Case they need anythin’.”

Annamerica, having awakened after recovery
from her re-bandaging ordeal, spoke up: “Betsy, you remember that
lavender soap we made back in Kentucky? There is some of it in that
little box that I’ve been carrying around under the wagon seat.
Take some of that and soap up good with it. It always makes me feel
better when I’ve had a hard day.”

“Oh, thank you, Mrs. Tucker,” Betsy answered,
a tear of joy starting to form in the corner of her eye. “Is there
anything you need before I go?”

“You’ve done everything anyone could do and
more. When you get done with your bath, come in here an’ lie down
on that extra cot and get some sleep. We’re gonna need you rested
up tomorrow.”

“I can’t do that,” Betsy responded. “I’m
going to have to stay awake tonight. One of you may take a turn for
the worse or you may need something.”

“Don’t you worry about that, young lady,”
Annamerica snapped. “The fever ain’t set me down yet. I’m still
able to get around enough to get ‘em whatever they need tonight.
Besides,” she nodded toward Zeke, “this old coot is here, and he
can do anything comes up if there is something that I can’t
do.”

“She’s tellin’ ya right, Missy,” Zeke chimed
in. “You done more today than anyone’s got a right to expect. You
do what Mrs. Tucker told ya and get some rest. We’ll take care of
things ‘til morning.”

Betsy gathered her fresh clothing and the
treasured lavender soap and went across the path to the washhouse.
Half an hour later, she finished her bath, collapsed onto the cot
assigned her and slept ‘til morning.

When she awoke, the sun was well in the
sky.

Sarah Cunningham sat in a rocker nearby
patching a pair of trousers. “Well, good morning, child. You’re
lookin’ a might more rested this mornin’.”

“Oh, good morning, Mrs. Cunningham,” Betsy
greeted her, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “How’s Mrs. Tucker
this morning?”

“She’s sleepin’ good. I don’t think the fever
has set in yet. All three of ‘em seem to be gettin’ along fine.
There ain’t been any change in any of ‘em.”

Betsy rose and went to the wash pan on a
small table near the window. She splashed some water on her face
and glanced into the looking glass hanging on the wall over the
table.

“Oh, mercy,” she gasped. A black and blue
ring had formed around one of her eyes. The lump on her forehead
where she struck the barn’s doorpost was gone, but in its place a
bruise extended from her eyebrow all the way into her hair.

Sarah Cunningham laughed, “Now, child, if
you’re gonna classify yourself an Injun fighter, you’re gonna have
to git used to a black eye now and again.”

“This is awful.” Betsy stared into the
mirror.

“Oh, now, it ain’t all that bad,” Sarah
countered. “Boys are always fightin’ and give each other black
eyes. They get over it and so will you.”

“I look awful,” was all Betsy could think to
say.

“Yeah, I gotta say, y’all do look nigh-on-to
as bad off as the folks you’re lookin’ after,” Sarah laughed again.
This time Betsy joined in.

After washing her face and combing her hair,
she turned her attention to her work, but she found all still
sleeping. There was little she could do.

“There’s a pot of corn meal mush on the stove
over there,” Sarah Cunningham said. “Hep yerself. You better eat
good this mornin’. After what you went through yesterday, you’re
gonna need it to get your strength back.”

Betsy took a heaping bowlful from the pot,
added a liberal amount of molasses and sat down to eat.

“Y’all want to make sure that Mrs. Tucker
gets a good feed this mornin’, too. The fever is gonna set in and
she won’t be able to eat for a couple of days.”

“Do you really think she’ll catch a fever
over this, ma’am?” ‘The Fever’ had taken the lives of both her
parents.

“That’s just the nature of things, child.
Most likely the fever will set in today sometime, or maybe
tomorrow. But it’ll happen. Sure as there’s little green
apples.”

“What can we do?”

“Just try to keep a wet rag on her head and
give her as much water as she’ll drink.”

When Annamerica stirred awake, Betsy sat down
beside her bed with a glass of water and a bowl of mush.

“Here is some breakfast. Eat first, then I’ll
change your bandage.” She pulled up the edge of the bandage to see
the wound.

“Take it easy, girl, my skin is a touchy this
morning.”

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Tucker,” Betsy pulled her
hand back. “I didn’t think that I touched it very hard at all.”

“The fever hasn’t set in yet, but my arm is
awful sore. Maybe you better take the bandage off and have a look
at it now.”

“I’ll try to be more careful,” Betsy assured
her. “You go ahead and eat your breakfast then I’ll put a fresh
bandage on it.”

Annamerica ate the mush then presented her
arm. “All right, let’s see what we gotta do.”

When Betsy removed Annamerica’s bandage,
blood oozed out dripping onto the floor. Betsy gently pressed the
sides of the cut together to slow the bleeding.

“Nah, don’t do that,” Mrs. Cunningham
advised. “Let it bleed. It might let some of the fever out.”

After a minute or two, the bleeding slowed on
its own. Betsy washed away the blood and cleaned the area with a
piece of whiskey-soaked linen, then carefully re-bandaged the arm.
She dipped a fresh cup of water from the bucket on the table and
set it within Annamerica’s reach.

“Here,” she said. “If I can’t get back here,
you can get yourself a drink without getting up. Mrs. Cunningham
says that you ought to drink as much water as you can—it’ll help
keep the fever down.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Tucker said simply.

The gambler awoke in good spirits. He wanted
to get up and move around, but found the cut was painful when he
tried to stand. He ate a hearty breakfast of mush and molasses, and
then asked if Betsy would prop him up into a sitting position. Mrs.
Cunningham helped sit him up, but after only a few minutes he
complained of feeling tired again and lay back down to sleep a
while longer.

Amanda’s fever stayed with her that morning.
She could not eat nor would she move when Betsy washed her face and
forehead. Her lips were still parched and she could not swallow, so
Betsy stayed with her for some hours to wet her lips and keep moist
towels renewed.

Early in the afternoon, Zeke Williams came in
to let Betsy know that he had finished the new stock for her rifle.
While she was talking with him, she heard a change in the sound of
Amanda’s breathing. They both turned together to see what had
happened. The girl’s eyes were open wide. She was sweating and
trying to sit up.

Betsy rushed back to her bedside.

“Take it easy, Amanda,” Betsy soothed her.
“Don’t try to get up yet.”

“Water,” the girl muttered.

“Oh, yes, yes,” Betsy laughed, tears forming
in her eyes. She grabbed the dipper from the water bucket and held
it while the girl drank.

As she drank the color in her face returned,
but Amanda remained sitting up for only a few minutes. She lay back
down, but not in the flat, stiff position as before. This time she
lay on her side, drew her knees up and hugged them with her arms.
Then with a few deep breaths, she was sound asleep, this time
resting well.

Betsy got up from the edge of the bed, making
sure that she did not wake Amanda. She put the dipper back into the
water bucket and walked out to the verandah on the shady side of
the building. Enjoying the quiet, she sat on a bench and leaned
back against the wall.

Tears of relief for little Amanda formed as
she thought of the girl for a few minutes, then her mind turned to
James.

Oh James. Why haven’t you answered my
letter? It’s been over a month. Surely you’d have gotten it by
now. Her mind wouldn’t turn loose of thoughts of James.
Maybe you didn’t get it. Maybe something happened to it. I’ll
write you another.

Back in the hospital room, she got her
writing box from under Annamerica’s sewing basket. Sitting at the
table, she took out a sheet of paper, her ink and quill and
wrote:

 


Dearest James,

I know not if you have reviewed my last
correspondence. News travels slowly here, but my heart beats true
for you. I am finding this land challenging and exciting, and
though frightening, I look forward to spending my life here with
you, building a home and being by your side for the rest of our
days.

As I sit here looking out to the high sun of
the afternoon, I remember the love you held for me in your eyes. It
is for that look once again that I so patiently wait to be with you
once more.

Please be safe, please be forgiving and
please know how much I love you.

Sincerely,

Betsy.

 


Betsy folded the letter neatly, sealed it
with a drop of wax from the candle and slipped it back into her
writing box, ready to send with the first available courier.

 


 



 


Chapter 39




Guy Clinton is Spotted

 


GUY CLINTON emerged from Capitan Sabriego’s
back door with a smile on his face. He mounted his horse and set
out across the plain, more satisfied than he had been in weeks.

Everything was going exactly as he wanted.
Sabriego had James locked up, he had a good horse under him and his
saddlebags bulged with cash.

“How that tejano kid could have been so
stupid as to tell me he had all that money I can’t imagine,” Guy
mused.

Well, I don’t have to worry about him,
he thought. A broad grin creased his face as he remembered the boy
spinning around in his saddle when the pistol ball tore into his
back. The horse ran and Guy chased it down to retrieve the money.
He hadn’t even counted it yet, but he knew there was enough to set
him up for life. When he rode away leading the newly captured
horse, he remembered what Will Cutter told him, “A horse can get
you hung a year later, maybe two. Don’t never steal a horse.”

Good advice, he agreed to himself.
After transferring the gold to his own saddlebags, he cut the other
horse loose.

He had met the young tejano way up north, on
the trail between Nacogdoches and Gonzales. There was little reason
to think that anyone would connect him, here in the southeast, with
what happened away up there.

I’m rid of James and the Mexicans are
stalled off. Now all I gotta do is go back to Victoria, show my
face and hope they give me a long assignment. But, whether they do
or not, I’ll light out for Tennessee. Well, maybe not Tennessee,
but Mississippi or Alabama, and set myself up for life with all
this money. Guy’s mind filled with plans for a happy
future.

Back at Philip Dimmitt’s office, Guy made his
disappointing report of not finding more volunteers for the army.
Dimmitt didn’t seem upset about the lack of recruits. He appeared
distracted by something else.

“Have you seen Thomas since you got back?”
Dimmitt asked.

“Nah, I just got back myself. He might be
here someplace,” Guy answered and squirmed in his seat.

“Well, if you see him, give him this,” he
reached in his desk drawer and handed the letter to Guy. “I’ve had
this in my desk for two, three weeks and I keep forgetting to give
it to him. You fellers are friends. You don’t mind giving it to
him, do you?”

“Ah, no sir, I’ll see that he gets it,” Guy’s
voice squeaked.

“Thank ye. I haven’t got a job for you today,
but hang around. There’ll be something comin’ up. So long.”

“So long,” Guy stood and walked as calmly as
he could out through the door. Outside, Guy almost laughed, as he
let out a sharp breath. “Whewie,” he said, forcing himself to be
quiet and calm until he could get out of Dimmitt’s earshot. “How
lucky can a feller get?”

He turned his horse eastward toward El Camino
Real, the main roadway between Mexico City and Nacogdoches. He
could take the road north to the cutoff to New Orleans. A man could
live good in New Orleans. He had plenty of money. Why not?

Just outside of Victoria, Guy met a group of
riders coming in from Nacogdoches. They were the fifty men who used
to make up Ben Fort Smith’s company. These men stayed behind to
provide protection for the east, when Smith took over his new
duties as Colonel of the siege force at Béxar.

As the column passed, Guy noticed two riders
pull up and stop their horses. They stared at him for a moment. The
hair on Guy’s neck stood up as he recognized Zack Thompson.

“That’s him, Bill,” Zack shouted. “That’s the
bushwhacker what plugged ya.”

Both men punched their horses in the side and
made a lunge in Guy’s direction. Guy spurred his own animal and
fled the only way open to him, to the west. They were between him
and the road to New Orleans and he knew his life was on the line,
so pushed his horse for all it was worth.

Guy’s mount strained for all the speed he
could deliver, but the weight of the equipment and the gold coins
he carried held him back. Dust rose behind him, the horse’s hooves
digging in and slinging chunks of dirt this way and that in his
wake. The rest of the men in the column stopped and watched the
three riders disappear over the hills.

Zack Thompson and Long Bill Tyler pushed
their horses, too, and for the first mile or so, they stayed with
Guy. At times they thought they might be gaining. Their horses were
tired, though, after the long ride in from Nacogdoches. Guy’s
horse, rested and well fed, had just begun its journey. After three
or four miles, the pursuers fell back, their horses exhausted and
unable to continue.

Guy pressed on westward, putting as much
distance as he could between himself and these two men. Hour after
hour, he fled across the arid Texas plain. When night fell, he
stopped by a small river, built a fire and made camp. Upstream a
short distance, he saw a cow and a calf drinking from the river, so
he shot the cow and cut out her tongue for his evening meal. The
calf stood bawling next to her as he made his way back to the fire
to cook his supper.

While he ate, Guy’s thoughts turned to the
letter Philip Dimmitt had given him for James. Taking it from his
saddlebag, he tore off the seal and, sitting in front of the fire,
held it up to read. His blood ran cold.

“Betsy? Here?” He stared at the letter in
disbelief. “If James had got his hands on that, he would have shot
me for sure.” Guy rolled over on his back laughing. “Well, who’s
gonna get shot, now?”

After a time, he put the letter back in his
saddlebag and took down his bedroll.

Still sniggering, Guy pulled his saddle up to
use as a pillow, covered himself with his roll blanket and slicker
and went to sleep for the night.

When dawn came, Guy moved on. He had no idea
where he was, so following the river seemed the prudent path. Any
homesteads or towns in the area would be on the river.

After three days travel upriver, he spotted
the town of Gonzales and made a wide swing to the west to avoid it.
Ten or twelve miles above the town he came back into sight of the
river. Nearby, he saw was a house with a barn and a corral
attached. There appeared to be no one around.

Guy elected to ride up to the house by a path
that took him behind the barn and out of sight if there was anyone
in the house. After tying his horse, he slipped around the building
on foot, watching carefully for any sign of inhabitants. Near the
corral, a blackened circle showed where a haystack had burned.

Looking past the well toward the house, he
saw proof that the people were gone. Two boards were nailed
criss-cross over the door of the cabin. He peered around the corner
at the barn door and found it hanging loose from its hinges.
Another burn mark on the ground showed that a fire had raged there
recently, too. Inside the barn, he was surprised to find hay in the
manger and even corn in the horses feed box.

“Yep,” he said to himself, “this place is
going to be all right. I can hole up here for a day or two then
start on my way to New Orleans.”

He put his horse into a stall where he could
enjoy the hay and grain and unsaddled him. After tossing the saddle
across the partition between stalls, he took the two heavy bags of
gold coins to the cabin. Ripping the boards from the front door, he
went in and made himself at home.

The cabin was well equipped. The furniture
sat where Sarah Cunningham had left it. Under the kitchen
worktable, he found an empty wooden box and tossed the bags of gold
into it. Darkness fell, so he stretched out, fully dressed, on
Sarah’s bed and was soon asleep for the night.

 


“You are sure?” Red Hawk asked.

“Yes, Chief,” Lone Coyote answered, “There is
no one at the white man’s cabin. After the white women killed our
brothers, white men came. Little Fox saw them bury the four
warriors in the ground. Then they all went away.

“Four brave warriors killed by women?” Red
Hawk mused. “Women could not have done that alone. They must have
used witchcraft. We cannot let the evil spirits have this victory.
We must take vengeance.”

“We do not know where they are now, Chief,”
Lone Coyote said quietly.

“Then we must think. Start the drums. We must
find a way to defeat this evil. There will be dancing while we
think.”

The fire-keeper put more wood on the blaze.
The drums kept their steady rhythm. The eight chiefs sat in the
semi-circle with their heads bowed, others in the camp continued
the steady intoxicating dance.

An hour passed, the fire-keeper stoked the
flames again and the drums made their steady rhythm. The chiefs sat
as before with their heads bowed and the dancing continued. Another
hour elapsed before the Master of Life spoke to them through the
voice of the wind. A change in its direction blew the fire back
toward the thinking chiefs. Red Hawk leaped to his feet.

The drums stopped.

“The Master of Life has spoken,” he shouted.
“If we do not defend ourselves He will abandon us.”

“What must we do, chief?” the others
chorused.

“We do not know where these women are, but we
know their camp. We must burn their cabin and take their horses and
cattle.”

“When?”

“Now!”

The drums started again at a much faster
rhythm. The warriors made their war whoops and gathered their
weapons and horses. Within minutes, sixty Comanches rode behind Red
Hawk heading for the Cunningham Ranch.

The clouds kept trying to hide the moon as
the war party pressed southward. Small clouds snuffed out the light
from time to time, but they were driven by a stiff breeze and each
time, they were gone again within a few minutes. Around midnight,
the clouds gave up. Bright moonlight bathed the countryside as Red
Hawk and his warriors crossed the prairie. They had a good view of
the Cunningham house and barn as they rode up over a rise a half
mile away.

Thinking the house empty, the Indians rode
directly into the space between the two buildings. The chief gave
an arm signal to instruct his band to stay mounted. He leaped from
his horse and made his way to the barn. Within a minute, he came
back out leading Guy’s horse.

Again using hand signals, he called for
silence and motioned for Lone Coyote to dismount and join him.

“They have returned,” he said quietly. “The
Master of Life will receive their spirits with joy.”

“Shall we burn the cabin with them in it,
chief?”

“No, we will take these women and join them
to our tribe. We will beat the witchcraft from them, and then teach
them how a woman should behave.” A broad grin spread across the
chief’s face.

“Burn the barn,” the chief shouted.

Sixty voices erupted in shouts, yips and war
cries as Lone Coyote led half the men toward the barn. He sprinkled
a small amount of gunpowder in the hay and then fired his musket
into the pile. A burst of flame leaped into the air. In the light
of the fire, the Indians began to gather any tools or iron
instruments they saw.

 


Guy leaped from the bed at the sound of the
musket firing and realized that the whooping and hollering he had
been dreaming was real. He peered out through the firing loop and
panic grabbed him. Instinctively, he grabbed for his rifle, then
pushed it away as the first ax blows fell against the door.

Three solid bangs and the door flew open. Two
Indians rushed in, one holding a torch above his head.

“Where are the women?”

Guy, of course, did not understand a word of
the Comanche’s language, but he did understand that it was a
question. He searched his mind for something he could promise the
Indian to salve his anger.

“Here, take rifle,” he squealed in his best
“injun-talk,” pointing to the place where it lay on the floor.

The Indian noticed it for the first time and
picking it up, gave a satisfied smile.

“Where are the women?” he repeated.

“More men coming,” Guy lied, “in morning.
Hide in woods, take rifles. Take horses.” Guy realized then that,
although Indians wanted rifles and horses, what they wanted today
were scalps.

“Take scalps!” he screamed. His own hair
itched when he said it, knowing all too well that he was only
predicting his own fate.

Red Hawk looked around the cabin and Guy
could tell he was looking for someone else. Apparently angered by
not seeing anyone, he threw the torch on the straw mattress and
dragged Guy outside by the hair. The chief lifted Guy’s head high
and shouted to his gathered warriors. A great yell went up from the
mob, and Guy felt something warm run down the front of his
britches.

With the burning barn as a backdrop, Lone
Coyote held up a single arrow with his fingers wrapped around it
near its tip. He made cutting swipes in the air with the stone
arrowhead. Another howl sounded from the gathered mass of Indians,
each matching Lone Coyotes swipes in the air with his own arrow.
They set a whooping and yipping and formed into two parallel rows.
Guy could see what they intended to do. He had heard of making
prisoners ‘run the gauntlet,’ but he had never heard of Indians
stabbing and slicing their victims with arrow tips which was
obviously what they wanted to do. They were only waiting their
chief’s permission.

Red Hawk, still holding Guy by the hair,
pulled his head up high again.

“Our dead brothers need to see this white
man’s blood on the ground,” he shouted. The warriors cheered and
waved their arrow tips in the air.

“We must show The Master of Life that we will
avenge our brothers.” There was another cheer from the two
rows.

“You may ‘tip’ the white prisoner but keep
him alive for the fires,” the chief shouted above the roar from the
gauntlet.

Red Hawk drew his scalping knife and made a
quick pass around Guy’s head. Guy collapsed as the Indian released
his hold. A deafening roar went up from the warriors and Guy felt a
chill on top of his head for a few seconds. Then a terrible burn
replaced the cold and he realized with a new panic that his scalp
was gone. The Indian kicked him in the back and prodded him in his
sides with the knifepoint. In dizzying pain and desperation, he
leaped to his feet and ran, blood streaming down his face and neck.
The warriors in the gauntlet slashed and stabbed at him with the
arrow tips.

Wounds opened on his arms, legs and face as
he ran. The sight in his left eye went black as one of the tips
found that organ. At the end of the run, he was blocked, and he
could not exit the tunnel of terror. He looked helplessly at Lone
Coyote with one eye, as the sub-chief sliced open his right cheek
with an arrow tip. Then he grabbed his shirtfront, turned him
around and started him back through the gauntlet.

His wounds multiplied as he made his way
through the howling mob the second time, but somehow he was still
alive. Ahead of him, he could see the open door back into the cabin
and ran toward it. Inside, the burning straw mattress had set the
other cots ablaze. Guy choked on the smoke and stifling heat.

He turned back, but two Indians held their
spears across the doorway, preventing his escape. He ducked to the
ground and tried to crawl under the spears. A moccasin planted
firmly on top of Guy’s bloody head shoved him back. As pain
overtook him, Guy fell face down on the cabin’s dirt floor.

Still conscious, he pulled himself to his
feet. Leaning across the two spears blocking his path, he gasped in
air from outside the smoke-filled room.

“I have gold, lots of gold,” he half-gasped,
half-screamed at Red Hawk. “Let me go and I’ll tell you where it
is.”

Guy knew that Red Hawk had not understood him
before, but this time the Indian chief stopped and stared at him.
He had recognized the word gold. Hope flared for a moment. Maybe
the Indian would let him go for the gold!

As Red Hawk turned, he swung his scalping
knife past Guy’s face, slicing through his nose and allowing half
of it to drop, unsupported, down onto his upper lip. As he fell
back into the fire and smoke, it came to Guy’s mind that the word
gold had been but another reminder of the Comanches’ hatred for the
white man.

Guy retched and vomited as he breathed in the
smoke. A coughing spasm began, but dizziness interrupted and his
thoughts went black.

The sixty warriors danced in a circle around
the cabin as the flames licked out under the eaves, through the
half moon vent hole near the peak and through the door. When the
barn collapsed, they stopped their dancing to give a series of
whoops and shouts of joy and then they resumed the dance. When the
cabin roof fell in, they did the same. The dance continued until
the fire had turned both cabin and barn into ash and embers. Weary
from their dancing and from the excitement of the night, the war
party returned home to their camp in the hills.

 


As the first light of dawn crept into the
hospital, Zeke Williams stood beside Sarah’s cot, and touched her
lightly on the shoulder.

“Huh? Huh?” Sarah rubbed the sleep from her
eyes. “Oh, it’s you, Zeke. What’s happenin’?”

“Well,” he drawled, “it don’t look too good,
Sarah. We can see smoke comin’ up over by your place. Looks like
Red Hawk mighta been there.”

“Oh, Zeke.”

“Me and the boys are gonna take a ride over
and see what we can see.”

“I’m goin’ with ya.”

“I figured you’d say that, bein’ how you
ladies defended the place an’ all,” Zeke smiled. “One of the boys
has got a wagon hitched and he’ll drive it. I put those extra
muskets in the wagon. You can charge ‘em while we’re on the way.
Just in case.”

Sarah wasn’t usually an emotional person, but
the total destruction of her home, almost pushed her to despair.
Tears flowed as if she had bitten into an onion when she saw
smoldering rubble that had been her home.

Except for the chimney, still standing at one
end of the pile of ashes, nothing stood more than a foot above the
ground. The morning breeze stirred the ash and carried it in her
direction. Sarah gagged at the horrid stench. She had a little
dried fruit in the house, and that would stink when it burned, but
this was worse. The leather harness in the barn would stink when it
burned, but this was worse. She moved upwind.
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