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By Duty
Bound

 


Of all the untamed places on
the American Frontier, the Rocky Mountains might be the most
dangerous and the least welcoming. But that’s where young
Lieutenant Phillip Pickforth must go. He’s been ordered to lead a
detachment from distant Fort Leavenworth to investigate reports of
a vicious massacre. Reports blame the Shoshones, and the alleged
ringleader of the slaughter is...Zachary King, half-breed son of
famed mountain man Nate King. As Lieutenant Pickforth fights his
way across the plains, he begins to realize there is much more to
the situation than he's been told. And he wonders if even a
detachment of soldiers will be enough when he has to face Nate and
Zach King.

 


Flames of Justice

 


In the untamed wilderness
of the Rocky Mountains, there is frequently only one law … the law
of survival. But sometimes even the brave men and women living on
the brutal frontier must answer to the justice of so-called
civilization. This is the lesson that famed mountain man Nate King
and his son, Zach, are about to learn. Zach, a half-breed, has been
brought to trial, accused of being the ringleader of a
blood-drenched Indian massacre at a trading post. Nate knows that
his son is innocent and can't understand how anyone would ever
think Zach could be guilty of such a crime. But Nate isn't aware of
the devious plotting and scheming that's going on behind locked
doors … or the horrible lengths that the schemers would go to in
order to see Zach hanged!
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Dedicated to:

Judy, Joshua, and
Shane.

Crystal,
Becky, and the
Midge.

 


And let's not forget
Kattykins, Bubbles, Libs, Russ, Steve M. & Helen, SB, Mark,
Lori, Jason, Tim, Faz, Dee, Bob & Sue,

and all the rest of the
wildest bunch since Butch and Sundance.


 


Author’s Note

 


Most WILDERNESS books are based on the
journals of Mountain Man Nate King and the diaries of his wife and
daughter

The story you are about to read is different
in that its source is the private journal of Lieutenant Phillip J.
Pickforth. The scion of a wealthy family, he left his life of
luxury for the military, and after graduating from West Point, he
was sent to Fort Leavenworth.

The Kings have a prominent part in his
account. Few men had as pivotal an impact on their family, and to
fully understand why, his side must be told.

Numerous references Pickforth made to his
parents and siblings, and other personal matters, have been
deleted. The rest of his narrative is largely intact, and the
styling and wording are essentially his.

After careful consideration, I have retained
his odd habit of talking to himself, or to an imaginary
acquaintance, because of the insight it gives into his
character.


 


Publisher’s Note

 


In keeping with the author’s wish to remain
authentic., the spellings contained within the journal are as the
original.


 


One

 


I was adrift in the bliss of my afternoon
nap when the orderly came to fetch me. It was Corporal Fiske, and I
keenly resented his smirk.

“Sorry to disturb you,
Lieutenant. But the colonel would take it as a personal favor if
you could pry yourself from your pillow and pay him a
visit.”

Why do enlisted men feel compelled to
belittle their superiors every chance they get? The corporal was
typical. He looked down his nose at everyone above the rank of
sergeant-major for no other reason than that they were officers and
gentlemen. I gave him my sternest stare and indignantly responded,
“I am certain those were not his exact words, Corporal. Repeat them
verbatim.”

“Ver-what sir?” He was
genuinely puzzled.

“Verbatim means word for
word, Corporal. Had you stayed in school
past the third grade, you would know that.”

“Begging your pardon, sir,
but I got as far as the sixth grade. My teacher, Miss Petry, could
speak French and knew Latin, but she never used some of the words
you throw at us. Sir.”

He added that last as a slur against my four
years at Princeton. I was aware some of the men were jealous of my
higher learning, and although I tried not to make a show of my
intellect, I couldn’t help it they were such dunces. “The colonel’s
exact words, if you please.”

“ ‘Have Lieutenant
Pickforth report to me without delay,’ ” the corporal
quoted.

By then I had my uniform buttoned and my hat
on. “Let’s not keep him waiting then, shall we?” I followed him
across the parade ground to headquarters. Fiske announced my
arrival and I was promptly admitted.

I must confess that Colonel Templeton was
not an ideal officer. He was much too informal with the men, for
one thing, and tended to be too lenient in dispensing discipline.
Perhaps his age made him soft. In another year he was eligible to
retire, and rumor had it that he planned to settle in Oregon
Country and start a pear orchard. Now I ask you, is that any fit
enterprise for a military man?

“Have a seat, Phillip,”
Templeton said with a negligent gesture at several chairs in front
of his cluttered desk. That was another thing about him. He was
much too sloppy in his habits.

“Thank you, sir,” I said
formally, and sat as stiff as a ramrod, as befit someone of
rank.

Colonel Templeton rifled through a stack of
papers, then looked up. He seemed deeply troubled and studied me a
while before saying, “Do you like it here at Fort Leavenworth?”

“What is there to like,
sir?” I answered honestly. “Our quarters are spartan, our food is
barely worthy of the name. We waste far too much time in drills and
on parade when we should be out in the field campaigning against
hostiles. The heat is atrocious and saps a man’s vitality, and the
humidity is—” I had more to complain about, but he stopped me by
lifting a hand.

“I take it that’s ‘no.’ ”
The colonel sighed and leaned back. “I suppose to someone with your
background conditions here would be primitive.”

“Sir?”

“Come now, Phillip. We
both know your family is enormously wealthy. Your father is a
senator.”

“My background, as you
call it, sir, has no bearing on my assessment of the post. And for
your edification, I have severed ties with my father and have not
heard from him in several months.”

“Oh?” Colonel Templeton
tapped an envelope on his desk. “He writes me regularly to request
updates on your performance.”

I was so mad, I must have flushed red.

“Would you mind telling me
why you severed ties?” When I did not answer right away, the
colonel added, “Consider this a personal request, not an order. I
never pry into the private affairs of those under me unless it
directly relates to their duties.”

“In that case, sir,” I
responded, “I would rather not say.” I couldn’t get over it. Once
again my father was meddling, when I had made it as plain as plain
can be that I wanted to make a go of it on my own.

“Very well,” Colonel
Templeton said. “Let’s get on with it.”

“With what, sir?” I said,
eager to talk about something else.

“As you are probably
aware, Captain Keane is on routine patrol. Captain Dugan is
escorting a wagon train as far as South Pass, while Captain Tyler
is dealing with some trouble involving the Pawnees. Captain Frazier
is in the infirmary, and Captain Hindeman won’t be back from his
furlough for another ten days.” I did not quite see the point to
all this, and made a comment to that effect.

“My point, Phillip, is
that all of my experienced officers are otherwise engaged when I
have need of them. Major Bannister is still here, of course, but
when I leave for Washington in a week to testify at a government
inquiry, he assumes command in my absence. So the assignment I have
in mind must be given to a junior officer. Are you
interested?”

I almost came out of my chair. “Need you
ask, sir?” I had been there four months and had not once been sent
beyond the gate.

“To be honest, Phillip, I
haven’t quite made up my mind. It’s extremely dangerous, if I say
so myself. It would entail leading a column to the Rocky Mountains
and conducting an investigation into an alleged
massacre.”

The Rockies! I could have whooped with glee.
Long ago I had heard wondrous and exciting tales about those
faraway ramparts and the legion of fierce beasts and bloodthirsty
heathens inhabiting them. I would give anything to see the Rockies
with my own eyes. To venture where few whites had ever gone. But to
avoid appearing childish, I restrained my enthusiasm and said, “A
massacre, sir?”

“Yes. Word has reached us
that a trading post was overrun and the civilians
slaughtered.”

“How many were killed,
sir?”

“Seven, according to our
informant.”

“And the culprits,
sir?”

“Supposedly the
Shoshones.” Colonel Templeton paused. “Are you at all familiar with
the various tribes, Phillip?”

“I’ve read all the
required reports, sir.” I racked my brain for every mention I ever
heard of them, and one kernel of information stood out. “Aren’t the
Shoshones supposed to be friendly, sir?”

“None friendlier. They’ve
gone out of their way to maintain peaceful relations with us. There
has never been a single instance of a Shoshone attacking a white
man. Which, as you can readily understand, makes our informant’s
information suspect.”

“Who is this informant and
when do I meet him, sir?”

“His name is Borke.
Phineas Borke. His brother was head of the trading post. He’s due
back here in two hours. I expect you to be here to hear what he has
to say.”

“With pleasure,
sir.”

The colonel seemed to choose his next words
with care. “We must proceed with caution in a circumstance like
this, Phillip. It would not do to incite a friendly tribe to
violence if they have been unjustly accused.” Rising, he turned to
a large wall map. “Look at it, Phillip. Thousands of square miles
of untamed wilderness, over which we’re expected to preserve order
with a few hundred men. It’s an impossible task. The army is
talking about building more forts farther west, an action I’ve
endorsed for years, but until then Fort Leavenworth is the last
bastion between the Mississippi River and California. We have been
entrusted with a powder keg that might blow up in our faces at any
moment.”

I was well aware of the situation and mildly
resented being lectured to, but he was my commanding officer and I
was obligated to endure it.

The colonel reached up to tap a spot high on
the map. “Up here we have the Blackfeet, or, to be more exact, the
Blackfoot Confederacy.” He tapped another spot. “Here we have the
Sioux. Here the Cheyenne. Here the Arapahos. Here are the Utes.
Down here the Apaches. In Texas, the Comanches. Tribes who have
shown themselves to be inimical to white intrusion.”

I had to admit that the colonel’s vocabulary
at times was equal to mine, which is no mean feat of mental
accomplishment.

“Mark my words, Phillip.
As time marches on and more and more of our people seek their
fortunes in the West, more and more of them will lose their lives
to unfriendly Indians. It’s inevitable. Just as it’s inevitable we
can’t keep a lid on things at our current state of readiness. There
should be twenty forts stretched from Canada to Mexico, and even
that would not begin to give settlers the protection they
need.”

All this was old hat. I had listened to his
pet spiel many an evening at the mess hall.

“Discretion is called for,
Phillip. We must try, as much as possible, to remain on friendly
relations with the Indians. Some, like the Blackfeet, hate us
outright and will never live in peace. Others, like the Shoshones,
have offered us the hand of friendship, and we are duty-bound to
reach out and accept that hand.”

I cleared my throat. “I understand what
you’re saying, sir. I mustn’t permit myself to jump to
conclusions.”

Colonel Templeton looked at me. “There is
more to being an officer than following orders. Good officers learn
to think for themselves. To go by the book, but to bend the book
when the situation warrants.”

“Bend the rules, sir?” I
was aghast. The very idea went against everything I had been
taught, and, indeed, against my own temperament. Rules were made to
be obeyed. Without exception. Without question.

“That will be all for now,
Phillip,” the colonel dismissed me. “Report back in two hours and I
will introduce you to Mr. Borke.”

 


Far be it from me to be critical of others,
but Phineas Borke was as slovenly an individual as I ever met. He
was round of body and round of face and had a greasy, sweaty
complexion that was most unappealing. I didn’t let on how I felt
when we were introduced, and after shaking his hand, took the
proffered seat.

Borke wore homespun clothes in need of
several washings to be anywhere near clean. His fingernails were
filthy, his boots scuffed. When he talked, I noticed he had a piece
of food stuck between his front teeth. At one point he casually
flicked it out, and it landed close enough to my chair to make me
queasy.

“As I was just tellin’
your superior, here, Lieutenant, I’ve come to the army as a last
resort. My brother’s blood screams for vengeance, and you’re the
only jaspers in a position to see he gets it.”

“You were close to your
brother, I take it?” I asked. “Like two peas in a pod,” Borke
declared. “Why, if it hadn’t been for a busted leg, I’d have gone
with him. And right now I’d be pushin’ up grass, same as him. God
rest his soul.”

“Perhaps you would be so
kind as to repeat your story to the lieutenant?” Colonel Templeton
suggested.

“Glad to.” Borke hooked
his pudgy thumbs around his suspenders. “You see, my older brother
Artemis had himself a brainstorm a while back. He’d heard about how
much money tradin’ posts make and figured he could turn a hefty
profit if he could set one up where it would be safe from rovin’
hostiles. Well, word has it there aren’t any Injuns anywhere
friendlier than the Shoshones, so he reckoned to set his tradin’
post up in their territory.”

“His proposal sounds
eminently feasible to me,” I commented.

Borke cocked his head. “What did you just
say?”

“I said it sounds like a
good idea.

“Oh. You could have fooled
me.” Borke cleared his throat. “Anyhow, brother Artemis rounded up
some good boys to go with him. Six mother’s sons as fearless as he
was. They took ten pack animals loaded with trade goods and
whatnot, and struck off for the Green River country.”

“Without letting us know,”
Colonel Templeton commented.

“The last time I saw him,”
Borke went on, “Artemis shook my hand and promised to come back
with more money than either of us had ever seen in all our born
days.” He stopped and bowed his head. “I miss him somethin’
terrible.”

I could see the man was grief-stricken, but
Colonel Templeton said rather harshly, “How did your brother plan
to acquire all this money? The fur trade collapsed years ago. And
not much else the Indians can trade is of much value.”

“It’s no secret, though,
that tradin’ posts generally make sizable profits,” Borke
stated.

“They should,” Colonel
Templeton said. “Most traders mark up their merchandise anywhere
from twenty-five to fifty percent, the
dishonest ones even more.”

“Wait a second, Colonel.
Are you implyin’ Artemis was up to no good? That he was fixin’ to
cheat the Injuns?”

“Don’t put words in my
mouth, Mr. Borke. I simply noted your brother’s expectations were
unrealistic. Be that as it may, we view your alleged account of a
massacre with the utmost concern.” The colonel was now studying
Borke as intently as he previously studied me. “Which brings to
mind a pertinent question. How is it you learned the details of the
atrocity when your brother and all those with him were
slain?”

“Someone saw the whole
thing. An old mountain man named Hyde. He heard about the tradin’
post and rode down from his cabin in the high country to pay it a
visit. He got there just as the shootin’ commenced.”

“You have spoken to this
Hyde personally?” I inquired.

“Sure have. He’s right
outside. You can ask him about it yourself.” Without waiting for
permission, Borke jumped up and was out the door. He returned with
the scruffiest person I ever set eyes on, a scarecrow in worn
buckskins with a scraggly gray beard that fell to his thin
waist.

“Jacob Hyde, at your
service,” the mountain man said courteously enough.

Colonel Templeton indicated another chair.
“We would very much like to hear about the Shoshone attack on the
trading post, Mr. Hyde.”

“Glad to oblige. I
recollect it like it was yesterday. But it ain’t rightly fair to
lay the blame on the Shoshones. It was a breed led ’em, and he
should be held to account as much as they should.”

“The man who instigated
the slaughter was part white? You’re sure?”

“As sure as I’m breathin’,
Colonel,” Hyde replied. “I saw him plain as day. The coon you want,
the varmint who should be staked out and skinned alive for what he
done, goes by the handle of Zachary King.”


 


Two

 


We departed Fort Leavenworth three days
later. Twenty-four soldiers had been placed under my command. The
colonel wanted to give me an entire company; he told me so himself.
But there weren’t enough men to spare, so I ended up with barely
half a platoon.

A few words about those under me.

Sergeant Wheatridge was the ranking
noncommissioned officer. A career man, he had been on more Indian
campaigns than all the privates put together. He sported bushy
sideburns and a great mustache, was a foot taller than I and quite
broad of shoulder and chest, and was, I must admit, the toughest
individual it has ever been my experience to meet. The man was made
of iron. On marches he could go all day and all night and not tire,
and on horseback he could ride forever. He was an excellent
marksman. When he gave an order, the men snapped to. In short,
Wheatridge was the most indispensable member of my command, next to
myself. Small wonder Colonel Templeton mentioned him when he took
me aside shortly before we rode out.

“I’ve given you the best
sergeant I have, Phillip. Listen to him. His advice is invaluable.
When in doubt, rely on his judgment.”

Yes, the colonel was wise in assigning
Sergeant Wheatridge, but his choice of a corporal left considerable
to be desired. Much to my chagrin, it turned out to be Corporal
Fiske. Granted, he, too, had seen his share of Indian campaigns,
but the man had demonstrated a strong dislike toward me personally,
and I thought it was asking for aggravation to take him along. I
mentioned this to Templeton, who gave me a most peculiar look.

“You’ll take Fiske because
Wheatridge requested him, and that’s that.”

Of the privates, all but three were under
twenty years of age. Smooth-faced boys, none of whom enlisted
because it was their patriotic duty. Some signed up out of a sense
of grand adventure. Others because they were dirt poor and the
fourteen dollars a month the army paid seemed to them a fair
exchange for the possible loss of their lives.

Ordinarily a scout would be assigned. But in
this instance Colonel Templeton saw fit to allow Jacob Hyde to
guide us, at twenty-five dollars a month. Phineas Borke also came
along, and insisted on bringing two friends.

We expected to be gone for months.
Consequently, I was allotted eight pack animals. The colonel
instructed me to live off the land as much as practical, and except
for essentials like coffee and tea, to resort to my supplies only
when I had no other recourse.

Our uniforms were the
latest issue. A few years previous, the Army had stopped the use of
flintlock rifles and converted to percussion. We were outfitted
with the U.S. Rifleman’s outfit, model 1841. i
Our single shot rifles were accurate out to two
hundred yards in the hands of a skilled shooter, of which,
admittedly, there were all too few.

This, then, paints an accurate portrait of
my command on that fateful June morning as I rode past the review
stand on my way to the gate. I gave my snappiest salute to Colonel
Templeton, and within moments we were under way.

It was common practice to go a short
distance the first day. This was done so when camp was made, if
anything had been forgotten, it could easily be retrieved before
pushing on into the vast unknown. I went ten miles and gave the
order to stop. We spent a peaceful evening. Sergeant Wheatridge
reported that all was in order, and the next morning we were under
way in earnest.

As yet I had not had much opportunity to
question Phineas Borke or my new scout, a lapse I intended to
remedy at the earliest opportunity. The second evening, I invited
them to my tent, along with the good sergeant, and after a passable
meal of roast venison and a glass of wine from my personal stock, I
turned inquisitor.

“So tell me, Mr. Borke. Do
you or Mr. Hyde have any idea why your brother and his men were
wiped out?”

“Since when do Injuns need
an excuse to kill whites?” Borke responded.

I was already annoyed with him. During our
meal he displayed the most atrocious table manners. He ate with his
mouth open, chomping like a bear, and nearly spoiled my appetite.
To have him be so flippant only annoyed me more. “That might be
true of the Apaches or the Comanches. But the Shoshones have never
killed white men before.”

“Injuns ain’t no different
than anyone else,” Borke said defensively. “The Shoshones saw a
chance to get their miserable red hands on my brother’s trade
goods, and took it.”

Sergeant Wheatridge had barely uttered four
words the whole meal, but now he fixed those piercing blue eyes of
his on Borke. “Begging your pardon, but I’ve met a few Shoshones.
And never once did they show ill will to us whites.”

Borke opened his mouth to say something, but
Jacob Hyde beat him to it. “I agree, Sergeant. In all my decades in
the mountains, I’ve never had any trouble with the Shoshones. Maybe
the blame should be placed on Zach King.” He lowered his voice and
grinned. “You know what they say about breeds.” Since no one
elaborated, I asked, “What do they say, Mr. Hyde?”

“Mixed blood is tainted
blood. Ask anyone out here, they’ll tell you that breedin’ white
and red brings out the worst of both.”

I had attended Princeton. I knew a little
about the natural sciences. So I told him straight out, “That’s
preposterous, sir. It’s tantamount to superstition.”

“Call it what you want,
Lieutenant. But there ain’t anyone on the frontier worth his salt
who trusts a breed any further than he can chuck a grown buff. And
this Zach King is one of the worst. A white-hater from the day his
squaw of a mother vomited him out her womb.”

“He’s also the son of Nate
King, as I recollect,” Sergeant Wheatridge remarked.

It had a strange effect. Borke and Hyde
glanced at each other, and neither seemed to know quite what to say
until Borke blurted, “Heard of him, have you?”

“Who hasn’t?” was the
sergeant’s rejoinder.

I trusted that I could be forgiven my
ignorance since I was, after all, relatively new to this. “I
haven’t. Who is he, Sergeant?”

“A mountain man, sir. One
of the first. Got his start as a free trapper, and when the beaver
trade died, he took to guiding wagon trains and the like. They say
there isn’t a more honorable man anywhere.”

Jacob Hyde tugged at his beard. “That
doesn’t necessarily mean the son is cut from the same cloth. Many a
rotten apple has dropped from a healthy tree.”

“All this is speculation,
at best,” I inserted. “We have hundreds of miles to travel before
we can begin our investigation, so we might as well let the matter
drop until we reach the Rockies.”

Borke grinned that oily grin of his. “Fine
by me, Lieutenant. As I’ve said all along, all I’m interested in is
seein’ justice done. My dear, departed brother would do the same
for me.”

He and Hyde and their two associates soon
excused themselves, and I was left alone with Sergeant Wheatridge.
The sergeant had dallied over his wine, odd for a drinking man. As
soon as they were gone, he leaned toward me and said so only I
heard, “I don’t trust them, sir.”

“How’s that,
Sergeant?”

“Borke and Hyde, sir.
Their tale is mighty suspicious. No son of Nate King would do what
they claim.”

“Know this for a fact, do
you?” I asked, more than a little facetiously.

Wheatridge sat back and was quiet a minute.
“Eighteen years ago there was a raw recruit who didn’t know one end
of a bayonet from the other. One day on summer campaign this boy
was ordered to hunt for fresh meat. He shot a doe, but he made the
mistake of straying too far off and couldn’t make it back to camp
by nightfall. He wasn’t worried, because he knew his captain
wouldn’t desert him. Since he was hungry, and not knowing any
better, he made a big fire and rigged a spit and ate until he was
fit to burst.” He sipped some wine. “What he didn’t know was that
four Bloods had spotted the fire. They waited until he was good and
drowsy from gorging himself, then they jumped him.”

“My word.”

“He was scared, sir. So
scared it was a wonder he didn’t wet himself. The Bloods stripped
him naked and staked him out right there. But they didn’t kill him
right off. They weren’t in any hurry.” Wheatridge chuckled. “No,
what they did was sit down and help themselves to his
doe.”

I could well imagine how the young trooper
must have felt. Alone, defenseless, and at the mercy of hostiles—it
was every soldier’s worst nightmare.

Wheatridge resumed his tale. “Toward
midnight they took burning brands from the fire and amused
themselves by jabbing the red-hot ends against the boy’s arms and
legs. He did his best not to cry out, but once or twice he couldn’t
help himself. When they tired of their play, he feared he was in
for worse, but they did the last thing he expected. They went to
sleep. Needless to say, he spent the rest of the night in
dread.”

I was completely absorbed, reliving it as if
I were there.

“Came the dawn, and the
Bloods argued with one another. Two wanted to kill him outright.
One even went so far as to draw a knife and press the blade to his
throat. But the other two wanted to take him back to their village.
So they bound his wrists behind his back, threw a rope over his
neck, and led him off like a dog on a leash.”

Every soldier feared the prospect of being
taken alive. Any who claimed differently were liars or
braggarts.

“The young soldier had to
walk fast to keep up with their horses, and it wasn’t long before
the skin on his feet was peeled away and his feet were so cut and
bloody, they were bright red. At midday the Bloods stopped at a
stream. He collapsed from exhaustion, and the next thing he knew,
something spooked their horses and the Bloods ran off after them.
The Bloods didn’t bother taking him. They knew he wasn’t going
anywhere.” Sergeant Wheatridge finished his wine.

“And?” I coaxed when he
didn’t continue quickly enough. “Speak up, man. What fate befell
him?”

“He was lying there in the
grass, too exhausted to move, when someone grabbed him from behind
and slung him onto a horse, belly down. He never heard a sound, and
it happened so fast, he figured it was a Blood. Then a white man
whispered in his ear, ‘I’ll get you out of this alive. Don’t you
worry.’ And that white man was as good as his word. They gave those
Bloods the slip as slick as you please, and his rescuer put some
kind of ointment on the soldier’s feet to help them heal, and even
gave the soldier his spare set of buckskins.”

I had not attended Princeton for nothing.
“That young soldier was you?”

“That it was, sir. And the
man who saved me, the trapper who put his own life at risk to save
mine, was Nate King. Whose wife, by the way, is Shoshone.” Sergeant
Wheatridge rose. “Something to think about, eh?”

“Indeed,” I agreed,
returning his salute.

 


Over the next several weeks, as I became
more acquainted with Phineas Borke and his companions, the less
highly I thought of them. Jacob Hyde I have already described. He
was friendly enough, and always willing to share his extensive
knowledge of the wilds, but there was something about him, a
shiftiness, if you will, that made me think of a wary rodent.

The other two were named Clemens and Sewell.
Stamped from the same crude mold, they were uncouth characters, as
slovenly in their habits and appearance as Borke. Neither ever had
much to say in my presence. The best I could gather was that they
were vagabonds who had spent a good deal of time in the bayou
country down around New Orleans until recently, when they hooked up
with Borke.

My men were in good spirits. And why
shouldn’t they be, when game was abundant and we never lacked for
water? To give credit where credit is due, Jacob Hyde not only had
the location of every creek and spring memorized, but he also
possessed an uncanny knack for finding food for the supper
table.

For my own part, I must admit to equal
measures of keen anticipation and deep disappointment. I was one of
those who enlisted for the adventure, and as one uneventful day
after another went by, I found myself hoping something would
happen. I know, I know. We must always be careful what we ask
for.

Finally a noteworthy event occurred, but not
the kind you might think.

One afternoon Jacob Hyde came hurrying back
from point to inform me we were nearing an Indian village. I
immediately turned to Sergeant Wheatridge and ordered him to have
the men check their rifles and pistols.

“They’re Kanzas Indians,
Lieutenant,” Jacob Hyde said in a tone that implied it explained
everything. “So?”

Sergeant Wheatridge understood, even if I
didn’t. “Our rifles won’t be needed, sir. You’ll see why soon
enough.”

That was the day I discovered there is no
limit to the depths to which humankind can sink.

Here I was, accustomed to sleeping on soft
silk sheets and to always wearing the finest of clothes. For most
of my life I had lived in a fabulous mansion on a lush estate that
rivaled the Garden of Eden. And now I was to come face-to-face with
the poorest of the poor, with Man as he must have been after the
Fall. For surely there are no more pitiable human beings anywhere
than the Kanzas, or Caw, Indians.

I was aghast. The pathetic wretches lived in
small hovels. Huts, I guess you would call them, made of branches
and straw and dirt, a few covered partly by hides, but in the main
they weren’t fit habitation for swine, let alone entire
families.

These Kanzas styled themselves farmers and
had learned to cultivate beans, corn, and pumpkins, among other
vegetables, but they barely grew enough to fill their bellies.

The village we had stumbled on contained
some sixty to seventy men, women, and children, all of whom
gathered to gawk at us. I had often read about the steel-thewed
warriors of the plains, but these were not them. The men were
scrawny to the point of being malnourished, the women little
better. Yet they stood straight and proud, and their leader, or
chief, greeted us warmly and invited us to stay the night so they
could hold a special celebration in our honor.

Through my interpreter, Mr. Hyde, I politely
declined.

“Unbelievable,” I
commented to Sergeant Wheatridge as we rode off. “It’s a wonder
none of the more savage tribes haven’t wiped them out.”

“The Kanzas are looked
down on as too weak to bother with, sir. But with us it will be
different, and in another week we’ll be in hostile
country.”

Lord help me, I couldn’t wait.


 


Three

 


The next tribe we encountered, though, were
not much of an improvement on the Kanzas. They were called the
Otoes. Their huts were somewhat sturdier. At least I had the
impression they wouldn’t blow away in a strong wind. And the Otoes
wore slightly more clothes. But overall they were about as savage
as rabbits.

Sergeant Wheatridge suggested we trade for
some of the crops these wretches grew, and remembering the
colonel’s advice, I gladly took his. We procured several bushels of
early corn, beans, and a large quantity of turnips, which I detest
but which Sergeant Wheatridge assured me we would sorely need
before too many more miles. For although we didn’t lack for water,
since we were following the Republican River, game became
surprisingly scarce. Jacob Hyde told me this was normal, that from
here on until we reached the Rockies, finding enough to eat would
be a challenge. He didn’t exaggerate.

Although I sent out hunting parties daily,
most evenings they came back empty-handed, or with a coyote or a
hawk to show for their effort. Hardly appetizing fare. Jacob Hyde
and Sergeant Wheatridge shot an antelope on separate occasions, and
it disturbed me to see how my half-starved men tore into the meat
when it was barely cooked, and how, like ravenous wolves, they
gnawed each morsel down to bone.

One evening, after five days with no more to
live on than a few small fish and quail, Corporal Fiske came to
where Sergeant Wheatridge and I were huddled over one of my
maps.

“Sorry to disturb you,
sir. But could I have a word with the sergeant in private, if you
please?”

I turned to him. Fiske was always polite,
but the scorn lurking in his eyes betrayed his true feelings.
“Whatever you have to say to the good sergeant you may also say in
my presence, Corporal.”

He hesitated and glanced at Wheatridge,
whose chin bobbed. “Very well, sir. I thought it best to report
that a few of the men have been grumbling about deserting. Nothing
serious, mind you, sir. As yet, anyway.”

Nothing serious, indeed! Desertion was a
chronic problem, and not one the army smiled on. Granted, the
conditions under which the enlisted men toiled were at times
trying. It could not have been appealing, for instance, to shovel
horse manure. But they took an oath and they were obligated by duty
and honor to fulfill it.

The army liked to keep the exact number of
desertions hushed up, but Colonel Templeton had confided in me that
in an average year, Fort Leavenworth suffered at least fifteen.
Keep in mind that when an enlisted man departed for easier
pastures, his uniform, equipment and horse often went with him, at
a cost to the military of up to three hundred dollars per
desertion. Multiply that by the total and you can see how costly
the practice was.

I resolved on the spot to crush this
incipient rebellion before it spread any further. “Have the men
assembled,” I commanded Corporal Fiske. “I will speak to them.”

Sergeant Wheatridge cleared his throat.
“That might not be necessary, sir. I can take the blowhards aside
one by one and convince them of the error of their ways.”

I drew myself up to my full height. “I am
the officer in charge. I will handle this breach as I see fit.” At
Fiske I barked, “Assemble them, and be quick about it.”

The recruits were a sullen lot, and I did
not bandy words. “It has come to my attention that some of you
entertain the notion of deserting. Be assured that any such attempt
will be dealt with in a summary and harsh manner.” I gave them a
few seconds to let that sink in. “Under army regulations, I am
authorized to deal with deserters as I see fit. I will have you
tracked down, bound hand and foot, and brought back. You will then
be given thirty lashes, stripped of all privileges, and your pay
suspended. Upon our return to Fort Leavenworth, you will be brought
up on formal charges, and I can promise you, as surely as I am
standing here, that you will spend from five to ten years in a
military prison.” I paused again, then raked them with what I
intended to be a withering look of reproach. “So then, who wants to
desert first?”

They had never before seen me angry, truly
angry, and my denunciation left them speechless.

“Very well, then,” I said
when no one spoke. “Let’s not hear any more such nonsense. You are
all grown men and you have a duty to perform, and by God, I expect
you to damn well perform it. That uniform you wear is not for show.
It stands as a symbol of the great nation in whose cause you have
enlisted, and you owe it to yourself to be as true to your country
as you can.”

In the silence that ensued, Sergeant
Wheatridge’s deep voice crisply declared, “That will be all,
gentlemen. You are dismissed.”

Whether my talk had any lasting effect or
not, I cannot say. But I can record that our expedition did not
suffer one desertion. They stuck with me to the end, and given what
lay in store, that alone was remarkable.

At Jacob Hyde’s urging, we left the vicinity
of the Republican River and trekked northwest toward the Platte. It
was the low point of our plains crossing. The men were gaunt and
weary, and some had taken to licking their lips when they looked at
their own horses. Campaigners were sometimes compelled to eat their
animals in order to survive, but I refused to give my consent. We
were cavalry, not foot soldiers.

Then came the morning we struck the Platte
River, and almost immediately Jacob Hyde and Sergeant Wheatridge
spotted a herd of deer in the timber. That evening we dined on four
does and an antlerless buck, and never was there a finer feast fit
for king or pauper. I let the men gorge themselves. Some overdid it
to such an extent, they became sick.

Not a week later we stumbled on five elk and
brought down two of them. I had most of the meat dried and salted
for future use, and thus replenished, we continued deeper into the
untamed heart of the primitive.

As yet, I had not set eyes on a hostile, nor
had I seen any buffalo. I mentioned the latter one afternoon as we
were winding along the sluggish Platte, and Jacob Hyde happened to
be with us.

“Most buffs are well south
of here this time of year, Lieutenant. The big brutes migrate, just
like ducks and geese. We still might see some, though, if we’re
lucky.”

I hoped we were. By my calculations we had
traveled over nine hundred miles, with another four to five hundred
to go, and it would be a travesty of the natural order if we should
go the whole distance without once spotting the animal most
associated with the prairie. Apparently the Almighty agreed,
because the very next morning Hyde came galloping back to report
that a small herd of buffalo was directly ahead. Leaving the men
with Corporal Fiske, I rode on with Sergeant Wheatridge, the scout,
and Phineas and his companions, to a low knoll. And there below us,
at long last, were my buffalo.

Hyde’s idea of a small herd was not the same
as mine. Where I expected a few hundred, at most, my wondering eyes
beheld many thousands, their dark forms dotting the plain for as
far as I could see. Some were grazing. Others lay chewing their
cuds, if indeed buffalo resemble cows in that respect. Still others
were rolling around in what Hyde informed me were “wallows.” They
presented quite an idyllic scene, as picturesque as any painting
but all the more real for the sound of their snorts and grunts and
their pawing of the ground, and, too, for their smell.

I have long had an aversion to foul odors.
My father called me a fanatic in this regard, but then, his opinion
of me in general left considerable to be desired. I freely admit I
do not like the stink of sweaty feet and armpits, nor the reek of
manure or the ends out of which the manure comes. But show me a
sane person who does! So as we sat there on that knoll, with the
breeze blowing from the buffalo to us, I crinkled my nose in
disgust.

“Not Nature’s bouquet, are
they, Lieutenant?” Jacob Hyde said. “The only thing worse is a
grizzly’s den after a griz has been cooped up all winter. One whiff
and you can hardly breathe.”

“Been in many grizzly
dens, have you?”

“A few. I’ve killed a few
griz in my time, too. Not as many as Nate King, but no one will
ever match his tally. That’s why the Injuns call him Grizzly
Killer.”

Hyde said the last with blatant bitterness,
which piqued my curiosity. “It sounds to me as if you are not all
that fond of him.”

“I’m not,” Hyde said
before he could catch himself. “Alight I inquire why?”

“It’s personal.” Jerking
on his reins, he rode back toward the column with Borke and the
other two.

Sergeant Wheatridge’s brow was furrowed in
thought. “Interesting, sir, wouldn’t you say?”

“I would indeed. Perhaps
there is more to his allegation against the Kings than he has let
us believe.” But how to learn the truth? I wondered. That was the
dilemma confronting me.

We headed back. Hyde was huddled with Borke,
Clemens, and Sewell. They stopped talking the moment I rode up.
“What do you recommend, scout? Do we sit here and wait for the herd
to move on, or do we go around them?”

“It could be days before
they move on,” Hyde said. “Going around will only take us a few
hours out of our way, so maybe that’s best.”

I cared for neither option. Both meant
delays, and at this point reaching the site of the alleged massacre
was foremost on my mind. “What if we were to go through them?” I
proposed. It seemed sensible enough. The buffalo did not seem the
least belligerent when we were watching them, except for a few
bulls that snorted at one another while gouging the ground with
their great hooves.

“We could go through,
yes,” Hyde said, “but it’s mighty dangerous. One cough or sneeze
can send the whole bunch to stampedin’.”

“He’s right, sir,”
Corporal Fiske made bold to say. “And if you’ve ever seen those
beasts with their dander up, as I have, you’d know there aren’t
enough big words to describe it.”

I construed his comment as yet another slur
against my degree, and as I have often done when someone pushes me
too far, I pushed back. “We’re going through. Inform the men.” I
looked to Sergeant Wheatridge to see if he objected. He didn’t
appear pleased at my decision, but he didn’t voice opposition to
it, either, which I took as a sign my idea held a pound of
merit.

That amount, however, had dwindled to an
ounce by the time we crossed the rise. Once again I beheld the
great shaggy brutes in all their formidable splendor. My eyes were
drawn to their wicked horns and to their more than imposing size.
They were huge, these bovines of the plains. Perfectly capable of
bowling over a cavalry mount and disemboweling it with the same
ease you or I might gut a trout.

“To do this right, we’d
better string out in single file,” Jacob Hyde suggested. “I’ll
lead. Let your boys know there can’t be any talkin’ or whistlin’ or
singin’. And warn ’em the horses might get
skittish so keep a tight rein.”

I commanded Sergeant Wheatridge to spread
word down the line. When we were ready, I signaled, and we rode
straight toward the herd. Hyde was in front of me, Phineas Borke
and his two shadows behind. It was not until we were a rifle’s shot
away that doubt assailed me.

If you have never been close to buffalo,
truly close, so close you can see their nostrils flare and their
dark eyes swivel in their sockets when they look at you, you can’t
possibly appreciate how fearsome they are. Large males are over six
feet high at the shoulder. Add to that their distinctive humps and
their ugly horns and their peculiar tails with tufts at the end,
and they are without question creatures the Almighty created in one
of His more somber moods.

I have heard buffalo compared to cattle, but
the comparison falls short. Cows are docile creatures; buffalo have
explosive temperaments and are capable of the most astonishing
violence. As the enlisted men like to say, they are half a ton of
pure nasty. And here I was, leading my men into a herd of these
monsters!

It was too late to reverse my decision,
which was just as well since it’s viewed as a sign of weakness in a
superior. I forced myself to sit tall in the saddle and regarded
the bison with what I hoped was a totally fearless air. Jacob Hyde
was also a monument to calm, but when I glanced over my shoulder, I
saw that Borke and his friends were as nervous as cats in a dog
kennel. They constantly glanced from side to side while nervously
fingering their rifles. I prayed they wouldn’t do anything foolish;
one shot would place us all in peril.

A stampede; the word
reverberated in my head like echoing thunder. There were so many
buffalo, we would be trampled under their
flailing hooves like so much wheat under a thresher, reducing us to
pulped chaff. We could not possibly withstand them. Or outrun them.
Or elude them.

It was only then that the full magnitude of
my mistake in judgment hit me. I had, in effect, potentially doomed
every member of my undersized platoon, and all because I let anger
dictate a decision. Of the many follies officers can commit, this
was arguably the worst. When lives are at stake, it ill befits a
leader to behave in petty fashion. At West Point we were taught to
keep our emotions in check, to always keep a clear head and rely on
logic. By acting rashly, I had gone against a cardinal precept, and
it was my men who might pay for my lapse.

I am not ashamed to admit I was sweating as
I never sweated before. It poured off me in great drops, soaking my
uniform and causing my back to itch. I wanted to scratch. I wanted
to mop my forehead. But I was afraid to move my arms for fear of
inciting the unthinkable.

Many buffalo stopped what they were doing to
stare. Some snorted and stomped, and a few bulls lowered their
heads and shook their great horns. One trotted toward me but
stopped twenty feet off and rumbled deep in its massive chest. I
swear, the short hairs at the nape of my neck prickled.

I did not realize my mouth had gone dry
until I tried to swallow. Nor that I had held my breath until I let
it out.

You will think me
childish, but as frightening as the buffalo were, these were grand
moments. I was filled with a heady mix of fright and excitement
that was intoxicating. Maybe it was the prospect of imminent death.
Maybe it was merely being so close to these shaggy behemoths. But I felt more alive than I ever
did.

On we rode, Jacob Hyde threading us through
gaps in the herd like a master seamstress threading a needle. How
long it took us, I cannot rightly judge. But eventually came the
moment when the last of the buffalo were behind us and we reined up
to gaze back and marvel at our deliverance.

In my exuberant mood, I grinned at my men
and declared, “There now. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

For some odd reason, not one of them smiled
at my little joke.


 


Four

What does it say about the human race that
we can live in the same house with someone day after day, week
after week, and not get to know them any better than we do a tree
in our front yard?

Did I say house? I meant company, because
although by this time I had spent weeks with Phineas Borke and his
friends, I knew them no better than I did the moment I initially
set eyes on them. They were much too secretive for my liking. On
various occasions I tried to draw them into conversation about
their past, and specifically about Borke’s dealings with his
brother, but he always proved evasive or changed the subject.

Jacob Hyde was no better. He would talk
freely about wildlife and the wilderness but would not offer so
much as a tidbit about his personal life or give me an inkling of
why he was so bitter toward Nate King.

Nor, I am ashamed to admit, did I get to
know my own men all that well. I tried. I truly tried. In the
evenings I would on occasion mingle with them to sound out their
feelings and thoughts, but they inevitably became as tight-lipped
as clams. I think my being an officer was to blame. Enlisted men
are notoriously uncomfortable around their superiors. Why that
should be is a mystery. Perhaps it is the ages-old aversion to
authority. Lord knows, I have been guilty of that in my own life
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