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Black Night on the Double H
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The two H’s, Jim Hunter and Matt Harrison, hazed the remnants of a once fair-sized herd of cattle on to the best of the Double H pasture. Here the grass was long and dry, a short ride over scrub-clad knolls from ranch headquarters.

“We can’t afford to let Border scum get away with these cows,” Matt said.

Of sandy coloring, thirtysome years of age, and by a few the senior of the pair, he was hot and tired after rounding up the straying critters from a ten-acre lot of dense brush. But he was also a prudent, hardworking man, averse to needless risk and loath to witness the disintegration of his and Jim’s fortunes.

Jim had a less sober, more accommodating approach to the undeniable blows life had handed out. He shrugged. “Anything could happen, Matt.”

Since the nation had descended into civil war, the Double H had been going downhill. Before the hostilities, it had been the best cattle outfit in the Trinity Creek country. Now the two partners had their backs to the wall.

The War Between the States had at first seemed distant and irrelevant. Texas Governor Sam Houston had stood loyally for the Union, but Justice Oran M. Roberts had called a secession convention which voted 166 to 8 to withdraw from it, and when Houston had refused to take the oath of allegiance to the Confederacy, he had been removed from office.

The political rumblings had made no difference in the day-to-day running of the Double H – till its men began riding away to theaters of war outside the state where the conflict raged.

It was a common story. A lack of able-bodied fellows willing to carry on working as cowpunchers left Jim and Matt struggling with no crew except one gimpy old-timer good only for cookhouse chores. Longhorns ran half-wild in the south Texas mesquite. Ranch buildings, corrals and fences were neglected. Paint blistered, boards warped and cracked, and nothing was replaced or refurbished.

“That’s a result of no manpower, not mismanagement,” Jim told Matt, who was the more disconsolate about it. “Two men can only do so much, however keen.”

Matt shook his head irritably. “I can’t abide seeing the place let go to hell. Secession was damnfool nonsense.”

“Well, there was kind of justification. It was ratified by popular vote, and you have to make allowances for the pull of the shooting and the glory.”

Sourness wasn’t in Jim’s nature. He had a more social, irrepressible personality. Something of a humorist and extrovert, he had a penchant for the vivid and flamboyant features of cowboy dress – the bright red bandanna, the high-crowned hat with fancy band, the tall-heeled, waxed-calf boots with colored top binding and trim and a stitch pattern on the front of the leg. And he cottoned to living by his wits.

For five years, Jim had given the Double H some dash in its dealings with the world. He’d choose the precarious trail over the safer if it promised more profit or the spice of excitement. He was happy to leave it to his long-time friend Matt to supply the partnership venture with stability and security. Truth to tell, he was drawn by the Confederate cause.

But right now his business, and Matt’s, was saving the Double H.

Sundown was near, the beef was settling contentedly to graze in the untrampled grass to which it had been driven, but the pair’s work wasn’t over. Though not in prime condition, the stock was the best their ailing business had left after successive raids by rustlers had denuded the Double H range of hundreds of head of cattle. The reduced herd had to be guarded round the clock.

The raiders struck at any hour. They were opportunists, hitting properties largely committed by their rash, war-gone owners to the care of womenfolk, old men and small boys.

“Figure we’ll both be on nighthawk duty,” Jim said.

“Well, I reckon the owlhoots are more apt to work in the dark an’ there ain’t no second shift we can call on,” Matt said. “Old Walt won’t be expecting us back at the ranch-house before daybreak.”

Walter Burridge was a veteran of the Mexican troubles. He’d been shot in the right leg while storming Santa Anna’s army at San Jacinto. Helping secure the Lone Star Republic’s independence had left him with a permanent limp. He’d become a drifter and a derelict, addicted to hard liquor.

Matt Harrison was often disappointed in the ways of humankind, finding his solace in the predictability of the animal kingdom. He worked well with dumb friends, particularly horses. It was this skill, harnessed with accurate knowledge of the country and ranch building, that had served him and Jim well in the late 1850s. But he was also compassionate to his less fortunate fellow-man and had rescued Old Walt from the brink of death with the offer of a home and employment.

Walt had stayed true to the brand when the rest of the Double H waddies had rode off to war. “I’ve had me a bellyful of soldierin’,” Walt had said by way of self-exoneration.

At the side of a hole filled with the sweet water that irrigated the meadow where they’d bedded the cattle, Matt and Jim rested their mounts, set a small fire, ate a skimpy meal of jerky and corn biscuits, and drank hot coffee from tin mugs. They’d brought no bedrolls and made no camp.

The coffee was poor, bitter stuff – a war-time substitute produced from roasted acorns ground to a powder. Real coffee was hard to come by. Matt grimaced.

“Ugh! Scarce worth building a fire for this brew.”

Jim’s habitual grin was wry. “Best from McAuley’s store in Trinity Creek. He blames the Yankee gunboats blockading the Gulf, and him a Unionist!”

Darkness came quickly and the range fell under the spell of night. Above the wild, trackless country that lay between this part of Texas and the sea, bright stars studded the clear sky. The air was scented by Drummond onion, with its white, purple-tinged flowers, and by dusky-pink evening primroses that clustered along the slopes.

Jim mounted up and quietly circled the herd. Peace seemed to stretch for endless miles every which way, till along about midnight it was broken by what sounded like a brief crackle of gunfire and its fainter echoes.

Jim joined Matt. “What did you make of that?”

Matt looked puzzled. “Hard to tell quite which direction it came from.”

“Could be a hunter. I seen white-tailed deer and Rio Grande turkeys hereabouts. Both favor them Mexican primrose leaves, and there’s plenty around.”

But Matt’s gaze was sweeping their horizons.

“A hunter? Don’t think so,” he rapped. “Look!”

A red disc of moon had risen above the knolls that hid the ranchers from the Double H. Smoke drifted across it, and when Jim sniffed he could smell the smoke, too, coming in over the night scents of the vegetation.

“The ranch!” he cried.

Together, they spurred their horses forward from the broad and luxuriant meadow. The gallop quickly brought them to the top of the obscuring elevation of the knolls.

They hauled up and stared. The home lot was spread moonlit before them: the stout ranch-house, the big, weather-beaten barn, the unoccupied bunkhouse, the cookhouse, the water tank, the windmill and lesser structures huddled around the dusty, weed-edged yard.

The main house – long, low-running and slant-roofed – and most of the rest looked as shabby and sorry a sight as it did in better light, but nothing was as alarming as the barn.

A column of black smoke rose from the large structure which was lit red from within by flickering flames.

Even as they yelled their anger and tore down on the scene, the flames leaped higher and sparks flew, threatening to ignite the other buildings. The smoke hung and spread into a dense, overhanging cloud.

At the edge of the yard, Jim’s and Matt’s horses shied at the sight of the fire, their eyes rolling in terror. They would go no farther. The partners flung themselves from their saddles.

“Where’s Walt?” Jim asked.

Matt spotted the bucket, rolling on its side by the barn door, its load of water spilled.

“Hell! Maybe the crazy ol’ galoot’s gone in the barn!”

Jim ripped off his bright bandanna, soaked it in the trough by the water pump and wrapped it round his face.

“I’ll take a passear,” he said with forced lightness.

Boldly, he entered the murky, hot interior of the burning barn, crouching and groping around. At ground level, there was considerably more smoke than flame, which seemed concentrated in the hay loft. He found the old man stretched out on the floor, not far in.

With the fire raging and the loft floor and roof liable to fall in any moment, Jim had no time to check on Walt’s condition. He could smell clothes and hair singeing, possibly his own as well as the prone man’s. He grabbed Walt unceremoniously by the heels and dragged him out. Then the smoke got to him and he was racked with choking coughs.

Leaving Walt to Matt’s inspection and care, Jim stumbled back to the trough and dunked his head.

“Aaah ... I reckon I’ve lost my eyebrows. Is Walt gonna be all right?”

Straightening up, he was startled to see a lone figure burst from the abandoned bunkhouse, throwing aside an empty can. From the profile revealed in the moon- and firelight, he saw that the man was tall and powerful with a full black beard, straggly hair of the same color and a distinctive hooked nose.

Jim shouted as the intruder ran for a horse they hadn’t noticed before, hitched in the shadows of a clump of cottonwoods. His and Matt’s broncs had bolted, but the factor that decided him to give no chase was a sudden whoosh as the bunkhouse exploded into oily flame. Instinctively, Jim grabbed up another bucket and dipped it into the trough.

“That’s no use!” Matt roared. “You’ll kill yourself. The place’s dry as an old bone and soaked in lamp oil. Let it go!”

Jim tasted bile as the new fire took rapid, destructive hold and the arsonist made good his escape.

“All we can do is damp down the front of the house,” Matt said. “See if we can prevent the flames spreading and save that. If this breeze picks up into a wind, it’ll carry hot sparks from building to building.”

“But what about Walt Burridge?”

Matt’s voice shook with emotion – grief, anger, Jim couldn’t tell.

“We can do nothing for him. He’s dead – shot dead! The bastards probably dragged him into the barn only to dispose of his body.”

Jim was shocked. “Why do you thi–?”

But Matt didn’t let him finish.

“No nevermind what I think for the moment!” he rasped. “Let’s just put our backs into saving what we can – fast!”

Tired though they were, they set to on the task of keeping fire from the ranch-house that was their home.

It took a good hour before the danger passed. Then the blazes in the barn and bunkhouse burned themselves out. Both structures were gutted to blackened shells that collapsed into glowing heaps of ash, charred beams and twisted tin roofing. For most of the time, Jim kept his tongue still, saving his questions and concentrating on their fire-deterring efforts.

When Matt was satisfied the house would survive the catastrophe, and only smoke was left of the fires, drifting skywards and hanging over them, he went to rope a horse.

“Where to now?” Jim asked his purposeful comrade.

“Back to the meadow and the herd, though I’ve a hunch we’ll find it gone.”

“You mean, you reckon–”

“I reckon every head of our last and best cows will be well away ... good as across the Mexican Border already.”

And it was as Matt supposed. Topping the knolls on their return ride, they surveyed a grassy flat mockingly empty of stock. Their eyes pierced the pre-dawn darkness as far as it was possible and they sat their horses loosely, drained.

“Gone! The whole passel rustled – lock, stock and barrel. By daylight, they’ll be over the river for sure and there won’t be a goddamn thing we can do about it.”

Bitterly, unwashed faces blackened with soot, they figured the cunning of it. The marauders’ true target had been the Double H’s last few hundred head of fat cattle. The arson attack on the ranch buildings had been a feint, designed to draw Matt and Jim away from where they’d rode sentry on their stock.

“Poor old Walt must have surprised them,” Jim surmised, “put up a fight, and got himself murdered for his pains. That’s the worst and cruelest part of the business, Matt.”

The hook-nosed man who had set the fire in the bunkhouse had also burned his image into Jim’s brain. Somehow, Jim had a gut feeling he would meet up with Hook-Nose again one day. He vowed to himself he would confirm Hook-Nose was a murderer, then kill him. Old Walt would be avenged.

They buried Walt under live oaks populating a largely dry creek bed close to the ranch buildings he’d died trying to save. The evergreen trees gave the grave site life and shade year-round.

Matt had never been so dispirited, so grim.

“After this, I give up. We’ve nothing left but the land and the house. Evil has its way in Texas. The Double H is busted to pieces. The fire was just the showdown. Howsoever you cut our loaf, there’s no point starting over in these parts till the war is ended and some kind of law and order can be restored.”

“If we ain’t going to fix things here, Matt, what will we do?”

“We’ll shut and board up the house and look for work in Brownsville, though I’ll understand if you don’t want to come.” Matt allowed consideration to creep into his voice. “I know you’re sweet on Miss Alice Cornhill in Trinity Creek....”

But Jim wouldn’t hear of it. “No, Matt, I’ll go with you to Brownsville. I can send for Alice and her ma if we land on our feet.”

*        *        *
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Texas, though not a major field of battle in the Civil War, supplied men and military material used elsewhere in the South. Most federal posts in Texas had been taken easily by the Confederates at the outbreak of fighting, but the Union Navy patrolled the Gulf. And the town of Brownsville, on the Rio Grande near the Mexican Border, had prospered from the federal gunboats’ success in blockading most Southern ports.

Brownsville gave the Confederates an avenue though which they could ship cotton to Europe in return for ammunition, medicines, and other war supplies.

Jim agreed with Matt’s strategy. “Brownsville’s the Confederacy’s back door. It’ll be a good place to wait out the struggle.”

The border town was a known hive of activity. Due to its location on the river, produce was transported to Brownsville and allegedly sold to Mexican companies. They moved it to Matamoros, across the river, then loaded it on to the ocean-going vessels bound for Europe.

But when Jim and Matt arrived in the bustling port, a shock awaited them that was to split their partnership and ultimately change the course of their lives.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2

The Breakup
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On the surface, Brownsville looked unchanged when Jim and Matt rode in to search the narrower, shady streets for a cheap lodging where they could board. Life was going on much as usual, reflecting the town’s cosmopolitan character.

Many of the inhabitants had at some time lived in Mexico and had absorbed and practiced Mexican custom. Brownsville’s community of traders also included a large European contingent and Jim and Matt caught snatches of Spanish, French and German as well as English in a range of accents.

Men sat in saloons and cantinas, smoking and drinking. Dark-gowned women with baskets scuttled along on their way to market. People from the countryside were still carting in food despite the war, though probably not as much as the inhabitants could eat. A bell rang clangorously from a church’s rectangular, gleaming white tower.

All this was in its place. What was out of place were the blue uniforms of federal soldiers!

“This looks bad, Matt,” Jim said.

Matt, who had a sneaking regard for the Northern forces and a leaning toward their politics, shrugged. He approached a bluecoat wearing a sergeant’s stripes.

“We’ve just ridden in, Sergeant. What happened here?”

The sergeant was in good humor. “Well, I hope yuh ain’t a pair of Johnny Rebs huntin’ trouble, fellers!” He laughed. “I guess yuh wouldn’t know – General Nathaniel P. Banks has marched in to close down illegal trade.”

“But this is Texas!” Jim objected. “And Texans voted to quit the Union.”

The politics meant nothing to the sergeant.

“We had the graybacks outgunned, mister. They abandoned Fort Brown, blew it up with 8,000 pounds of explosives, and withdrew. If yuh’d bin in town, yuh’d’ve figured it was some kind of  earthquake.”

Jim scowled. “Why, that’s real bad. Are you sure the Confederacy has moved out?”

“Would I josh yuh?” the sergeant said. “Brownsville’s now in the hands of the Union. If yuh’re aimin’ to stay, yuh better keep your guns in your holsters and make no trouble.”

“We ain’t looking for trouble, Sergeant,” Matt said. “We’re looking for work.”

He pulled Jim away, fearing he might say something ill-advised.

The full gravity to themselves of the unexpected development soon became apparent when they found that, with much of the port’s trade frozen, many stevedores were out of work and laboring jobs impossible to come by.

Walking the mean alleys near the wharf area dejectedly, they heard the beat of a drum and the bark of a loud voice. They turned a corner into a square to find a small crowd gathered around a Northern Army recruitment detail.

“Come on, boys! Step up and sign on to march to victory behind General Banks.”

“Overbearing Yankees,” Jim said under his breath.

But Matt took a contrary view. “This damn war has gone on too long. I’ve had my fill of eating the dirt it’s brung us. I’m joining up. Mebbe thataway I can make a mark.”

“By fighting for the Yankees? Count me out! If I stand by anybody in the mess, it’s the South.”

At first, Jim thought Matt was acting on sudden impulse; that he wasn’t completely serious. But he quickly realized otherwise and that, because Matt was Matt, the intention must have been forming silently in his mind for some time. Impetuosity wasn’t in his nature.

He was devastated when Matt put up his hand  to enlist.

“Well, if that’s the way you really want to go, so long, Matt,” he said with vigor. “You’re in it on your own. See you when the fighting’s over. I’d say the partnership’s shelved for the duration.”

“I’m sorry we can’t see eye to eye on this,” Matt said stiffly. “And I wish you well.”

So with surprising abruptness, they shook hands and split up, each man with his own thoughts, none of which were happy after their many years of shared toil, building up what had been the successful Double H cattle outfit.

Without any proper ceremony, a significant chapter in their lives was closed.

Head bowed and heavy-footed, Jim took himself off in search of a saloon untainted by the new mood in Brownsville.

At a street corner, a man in Protestant clerical garb stood on a box berating a group that consisted mostly of bemused Mexicans. He was portraying the war for the Union in
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