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      CHAPTER IV.
    







      As the sun went down and the evening chill came on, we made preparation
      for bed. We stirred up the hard leather letter-sacks, and the knotty
      canvas bags of printed matter (knotty and uneven because of projecting
      ends and corners of magazines, boxes and books). We stirred them up and
      redisposed them in such a way as to make our bed as level as possible. And
      we did improve it, too, though after all our work it had an
      upheaved and billowy look about it, like a little piece of a stormy sea.
      Next we hunted up our boots from odd nooks among the mail-bags where they
      had settled, and put them on. Then we got down our coats, vests,
      pantaloons and heavy woolen shirts, from the arm-loops where they had been
      swinging all day, and clothed ourselves in them—for, there being no
      ladies either at the stations or in the coach, and the weather being hot,
      we had looked to our comfort by stripping to our underclothing, at nine o’clock
      in the morning. All things being now ready, we stowed the uneasy
      Dictionary where it would lie as quiet as possible, and placed the
      water-canteens and pistols where we could find them in the dark. Then we
      smoked a final pipe, and swapped a final yarn; after which, we put the
      pipes, tobacco and bag of coin in snug holes and caves among the
      mail-bags, and then fastened down the coach curtains all around, and made
      the place as “dark as the inside of a cow,” as the conductor
      phrased it in his picturesque way. It was certainly as dark as any place
      could be—nothing was even dimly visible in it. And finally, we
      rolled ourselves up like silk-worms, each person in his own blanket, and
      sank peacefully to sleep.
    


      Whenever the stage stopped to change horses, we would wake up, and try to
      recollect where we were—and succeed—and in a minute or two the
      stage would be off again, and we likewise. We began to get into country,
      now, threaded here and there with little streams. These had high, steep
      banks on each side, and every time we flew down one bank and scrambled up
      the other, our party inside got mixed somewhat. First we would all be down
      in a pile at the forward end of the stage, nearly in a sitting posture,
      and in a second we would shoot to the other end, and stand on our heads.
      And we would sprawl and kick, too, and ward off ends and corners of mail-
      bags that came lumbering over us and about us; and as the dust rose from
      the tumult, we would all sneeze in chorus, and the majority of us would
      grumble, and probably say some hasty thing, like: “Take your elbow
      out of my ribs!—can’t you quit crowding?”
    


      Every time we avalanched from one end of the stage to the other, the
      Unabridged Dictionary would come too; and every time it came it damaged
      somebody. One trip it “barked” the Secretary’s elbow;
      the next trip it hurt me in the stomach, and the third it tilted Bemis’s
      nose up till he could look down his nostrils—he said. The pistols
      and coin soon settled to the bottom, but the pipes, pipe-stems, tobacco
      and canteens clattered and floundered after the Dictionary every time it
      made an assault on us, and aided and abetted the book by spilling tobacco
      in our eyes, and water down our backs.
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      Still, all things considered, it was a very comfortable night. It wore
      gradually away, and when at last a cold gray light was visible through the
      puckers and chinks in the curtains, we yawned and stretched with
      satisfaction, shed our cocoons, and felt that we had slept as much as was
      necessary. By and by, as the sun rose up and warmed the world, we pulled
      off our clothes and got ready for breakfast. We were just pleasantly in
      time, for five minutes afterward the driver sent the weird music of his
      bugle winding over the grassy solitudes, and presently we detected a low
      hut or two in the distance. Then the rattling of the coach, the clatter of
      our six horses’ hoofs, and the driver’s crisp commands, awoke
      to a louder and stronger emphasis, and we went sweeping down on the
      station at our smartest speed. It was fascinating—that old overland
      stagecoaching.
    


      We jumped out in undress uniform. The driver tossed his gathered reins out
      on the ground, gaped and stretched complacently, drew off his heavy
      buckskin gloves with great deliberation and insufferable dignity—taking
      not the slightest notice of a dozen solicitous inquires after his health,
      and humbly facetious and flattering accostings, and obsequious tenders of
      service, from five or six hairy and half-civilized station-keepers and
      hostlers who were nimbly unhitching our steeds and bringing the fresh team
      out of the stables—for in the eyes of the stage-driver of that day,
      station-keepers and hostlers were a sort of good enough low creatures,
      useful in their place, and helping to make up a world, but not the kind of
      beings which a person of distinction could afford to concern himself with;
      while, on the contrary, in the eyes of the station-keeper and the hostler,
      the stage-driver was a hero—a great and shining dignitary, the world’s
      favorite son, the envy of the people, the observed of the nations. When
      they spoke to him they received his insolent silence meekly, and as being
      the natural and proper conduct of so great a man; when he opened his lips
      they all hung on his words with admiration (he never honored a particular
      individual with a remark, but addressed it with a broad generality to the
      horses, the stables, the surrounding country and the human
      underlings); when he discharged a facetious insulting personality at a
      hostler, that hostler was happy for the day; when he uttered his one jest—old
      as the hills, coarse, profane, witless, and inflicted on the same
      audience, in the same language, every time his coach drove up there—the
      varlets roared, and slapped their thighs, and swore it was the best thing
      they’d ever heard in all their lives. And how they would fly around
      when he wanted a basin of water, a gourd of the same, or a light for his
      pipe!—but they would instantly insult a passenger if he so far
      forgot himself as to crave a favor at their hands. They could do that sort
      of insolence as well as the driver they copied it from—for, let it
      be borne in mind, the overland driver had but little less contempt for his
      passengers than he had for his hostlers.
    


      The hostlers and station-keepers treated the really powerful conductor
      of the coach merely with the best of what was their idea of civility, but
      the driver was the only being they bowed down to and worshipped.
      How admiringly they would gaze up at him in his high seat as he gloved
      himself with lingering deliberation, while some happy hostler held the
      bunch of reins aloft, and waited patiently for him to take it! And how
      they would bombard him with glorifying ejaculations as he cracked his long
      whip and went careering away.
    


      The station buildings were long, low huts, made of sundried, mud-colored
      bricks, laid up without mortar (adobes, the Spaniards call these
      bricks, and Americans shorten it to ’dobies). The roofs,
      which had no slant to them worth speaking of, were thatched and then
      sodded or covered with a thick layer of earth, and from this sprung a
      pretty rank growth of weeds and grass. It was the first time we had ever
      seen a man’s front yard on top of his house. The building consisted
      of barns, stable-room for twelve or fifteen horses, and a hut for an
      eating-room for passengers. This latter had bunks in it for the
      station-keeper and a hostler or two. You could rest your elbow on its
      eaves, and you had to bend in order to get in at the door. In place of a
      window there was a square hole about large enough for a man to crawl
      through, but this had no glass in it. There was no flooring, but the
      ground was packed hard. There was no stove, but the fire-place served all
      needful purposes. There were no shelves, no cupboards, no closets. In a
      corner stood an open sack of flour, and nestling against its base were a
      couple of black and venerable tin coffee-pots, a tin teapot, a little bag
      of salt, and a side of bacon.
    


      By the door of the station-keeper’s den, outside, was a tin
      wash-basin, on the ground. Near it was a pail of water and a piece of
      yellow bar soap, and from the eaves hung a hoary blue woolen shirt,
      significantly—but this latter was the station-keeper’s private
      towel, and only two persons in all the party might venture to use it—the
      stage-driver and the conductor. The latter would not, from a sense of
      decency; the former would not, because he did not choose to encourage the
      advances of a station-keeper. We had towels—in the valise; they
      might as well have been in Sodom and Gomorrah. We (and the conductor) used
      our handkerchiefs, and the driver his pantaloons and sleeves. By the door,
      inside, was fastened a small old-fashioned looking-glass frame, with two
      little fragments of the original mirror lodged down in one corner of it.
      This arrangement afforded a pleasant double-barreled portrait of you when
      you looked into it, with one half of your head set up a couple of inches
      above the other half. From the glass frame hung the half of a comb by a
      string—but if I had to describe that patriarch or die, I believe I
      would order some sample coffins.
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      It had come down from Esau and Samson, and had been accumulating hair ever
      since—along with certain impurities. In one corner of the room stood
      three or four rifles and muskets, together with horns and pouches of
      ammunition. The station-men wore pantaloons of coarse, country-woven
      stuff, and into the seat and the inside of the legs were sewed ample
      additions of buckskin, to do duty in place of leggings, when the man rode
      horseback—so the pants were half dull blue and half yellow, and
      unspeakably picturesque. The pants were stuffed into the tops of high
      boots, the heels whereof were armed with great Spanish spurs, whose little
      iron clogs and chains jingled with every step. The man wore a huge beard
      and mustachios, an old slouch hat, a blue woolen shirt, no suspenders, no
      vest, no coat—in a leathern sheath in his belt, a great long “navy”
      revolver (slung on right side, hammer to the front), and projecting from
      his boot a horn-handled bowie-knife.
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      The furniture of the hut was neither gorgeous nor much in the way. The
      rocking-chairs and sofas were not present, and never had been, but they
      were represented by two three-legged stools, a pine-board bench four feet
      long, and two empty candle-boxes. The table was a greasy board on stilts,
      and the table-cloth and napkins had not come—and they were not
      looking for them, either. A battered tin platter, a knife and fork, and a
      tin pint cup, were at each man’s place, and the driver had a
      queens-ware saucer that had seen better days. Of course this duke sat at
      the head of the table. There was one isolated piece of table furniture
      that bore about it a touching air of grandeur in misfortune. This was the
      caster. It was German silver, and crippled and rusty, but it was so
      preposterously out of place there that it was suggestive of a tattered
      exiled king among barbarians, and the majesty of its native position
      compelled respect even in its degradation.
    


      There was only one cruet left, and that was a stopperless, fly-specked,
      broken-necked thing, with two inches of vinegar in it, and a dozen
      preserved flies with their heels up and looking sorry they had invested
      there.
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      The station-keeper upended a disk of last week’s bread, of the shape
      and size of an old-time cheese, and carved some slabs from it which were
      as good as Nicholson pavement, and tenderer.
    


      He sliced off a piece of bacon for each man, but only the experienced old
      hands made out to eat it, for it was condemned army bacon which the United
      States would not feed to its soldiers in the forts, and the stage company
      had bought it cheap for the sustenance of their passengers and employees.
      We may have found this condemned army bacon further out on the plains than
      the section I am locating it in, but we found it—there is no
      gainsaying that.
    


      Then he poured for us a beverage which he called “Slumgullion,”
      and it is hard to think he was not inspired when he named it. It really
      pretended to be tea, but there was too much dish-rag, and sand, and old
      bacon-rind in it to deceive the intelligent traveler.
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      He had no sugar and no milk—not even a spoon to stir the ingredients
      with.
    


      We could not eat the bread or the meat, nor drink the “slumgullion.”
      And when I looked at that melancholy vinegar-cruet, I thought of the
      anecdote (a very, very old one, even at that day) of the traveler who sat
      down to a table which had nothing on it but a mackerel and a pot of
      mustard. He asked the landlord if this was all. The landlord said:
    


      “All! Why, thunder and lightning, I should think there was
      mackerel enough there for six.”
    


      “But I don’t like mackerel.”
    


      “Oh—then help yourself to the mustard.”
    


      In other days I had considered it a good, a very good, anecdote, but there
      was a dismal plausibility about it, here, that took all the humor out of
      it.
    


      Our breakfast was before us, but our teeth were idle.
    


      I tasted and smelt, and said I would take coffee, I believed. The
      station-boss stopped dead still, and glared at me speechless. At last,
      when he came to, he turned away and said, as one who communes with himself
      upon a matter too vast to grasp:
    


      “Coffee! Well, if that don’t go clean ahead of me, I’m
      d——d!”
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      We could not eat, and there was no conversation among the hostlers and
      herdsmen—we all sat at the same board. At least there was no
      conversation further than a single hurried request, now and then, from one
      employee to another. It was always in the same form, and always gruffly
      friendly. Its western freshness and novelty startled me, at first, and
      interested me; but it presently grew monotonous, and lost its charm. It
      was:
    


      “Pass the bread, you son of a skunk!” No, I forget—skunk
      was not the word; it seems to me it was still stronger than that; I know
      it was, in fact, but it is gone from my memory, apparently. However, it is
      no matter—probably it was too strong for print, anyway. It is the
      landmark in my memory which tells me where I first encountered the
      vigorous new vernacular of the occidental plains and mountains.
    


      We gave up the breakfast, and paid our dollar apiece and went back to our
      mail-bag bed in the coach, and found comfort in our pipes. Right here we
      suffered the first diminution of our princely state. We left our six fine
      horses and took six mules in their place. But they were wild Mexican
      fellows, and a man had to stand at the head of each of them and hold him
      fast while the driver gloved and got himself ready. And when at last he
      grasped the reins and gave the word, the men sprung suddenly away from the
      mules’ heads and the coach shot from the station as if it had issued
      from a cannon. How the frantic animals did scamper! It was a fierce and
      furious gallop—and the gait never altered for a moment till we
      reeled off ten or twelve miles and swept up to the next collection of
      little station-huts and stables.
    


      So we flew along all day. At 2 P.M. the belt of timber that fringes the
      North Platte and marks its windings through the vast level floor of the
      Plains came in sight. At 4 P.M. we crossed a branch of the river, and at 5
      P.M. we crossed the Platte itself, and landed at Fort Kearney, fifty-six
      hours out from St. Joe—THREE HUNDRED MILES!
    


      Now that was stage-coaching on the great overland, ten or twelve years
      ago, when perhaps not more than ten men in America, all told, expected to
      live to see a railroad follow that route to the Pacific. But the railroad
      is there, now, and it pictures a thousand odd comparisons and contrasts in
      my mind to read the following sketch, in the New York Times, of a recent
      trip over almost the very ground I have been describing. I can scarcely
      comprehend the new state of things:
    



        “ACROSS THE CONTINENT.
      


        “At 4.20 P.M., Sunday, we rolled out of the station at Omaha, and
        started westward on our long jaunt. A couple of hours out, dinner was
        announced—an “event” to those of us who had yet to
        experience what it is to eat in one of Pullman’s hotels on wheels;
        so, stepping into the car next forward of our sleeping palace, we found
        ourselves in the dining-car. It was a revelation to us, that first
        dinner on Sunday. And though we continued to dine for four days, and had
        as many breakfasts and suppers, our whole party never ceased to admire
        the perfection of the arrangements, and the marvelous results achieved.
        Upon tables covered with snowy linen, and garnished with services of
        solid silver, Ethiop waiters, flitting about in spotless white, placed
        as by magic a repast at which Delmonico himself could have had no
        occasion to blush; and, indeed, in some respects it would be hard for
        that distinguished chef to match our menu; for, in addition to all that
        ordinarily makes up a first-chop dinner, had we not our antelope steak
        (the gormand who has not experienced this—bah! what does he know
        of the feast of fat things?) our delicious mountain-brook trout, and
        choice fruits and berries, and (sauce piquant and unpurchasable!) our
        sweet-scented, appetite-compelling air of the prairies?
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        “You may depend upon it, we all did justice to the good things,
        and as we washed them down with bumpers of sparkling Krug, whilst we
        sped along at the rate of thirty miles an hour, agreed it was the
        fastest living we had ever experienced. (We beat that, however, two days
        afterward when we made twenty-seven miles in twenty-seven minutes, while
        our Champagne glasses filled to the brim spilled not a drop!) After
        dinner we repaired to our drawing-room car, and, as it was Sabbath eve,
        intoned some of the grand old hymns—“Praise God from whom,”
        etc.; “Shining Shore,” “Coronation,” etc.—the
        voices of the men singers and of the women singers blending sweetly in
        the evening air, while our train, with its great, glaring Polyphemus
        eye, lighting up long vistas of prairie, rushed into the night and the
        Wild. Then to bed in luxurious couches, where we slept the sleep of the
        just and only awoke the next morning (Monday) at eight o’clock, to
        find ourselves at the crossing of the North Platte, three hundred miles
        from Omaha—fifteen hours and forty minutes out.”
      










      CHAPTER V.
    







      Another night of alternate tranquillity and turmoil. But morning came, by
      and by. It was another glad awakening to fresh breezes, vast expanses of
      level greensward, bright sunlight, an impressive solitude utterly without
      visible human beings or human habitations, and an atmosphere of such
      amazing magnifying properties that trees that seemed close at hand were
      more than three mile away. We resumed undress uniform, climbed a-top of
      the flying coach, dangled our legs over the side, shouted occasionally at
      our frantic mules, merely to see them lay their ears back and scamper
      faster, tied our hats on to keep our hair from blowing away, and leveled
      an outlook over the world-wide carpet about us for things new and strange
      to gaze at. Even at this day it thrills me through and through to think of
      the life, the gladness and the wild sense of freedom that used to make the
      blood dance in my veins on those fine overland mornings!
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      Along about an hour after breakfast we saw the first prairie-dog villages,
      the first antelope, and the first wolf. If I remember rightly, this latter
      was the regular cayote (pronounced ky-o-te) of the farther
      deserts. And if it was, he was not a pretty creature or respectable
      either, for I got well acquainted with his race afterward, and can speak
      with confidence. The cayote is a long, slim, sick and sorry-looking
      skeleton, with a gray wolf-skin stretched over it, a tolerably bushy tail
      that forever sags down with a despairing expression of forsakenness and
      misery, a furtive and evil eye, and a long, sharp face, with slightly
      lifted lip and exposed teeth. He has a general slinking expression all
      over. The cayote is a living, breathing allegory of Want. He is always
      hungry.
    


      He is always poor, out of luck and friendless. The meanest creatures
      despise him, and even the fleas would desert him for a velocipede. He is
      so spiritless and cowardly that even while his exposed teeth are
      pretending a threat, the rest of his face is apologizing for it. And he is
      so homely!—so scrawny, and ribby, and coarse-haired, and
      pitiful. When he sees you he lifts his lip and lets a flash of his teeth
      out, and then turns a little out of the course he was pursuing, depresses
      his head a bit, and strikes a long, soft-footed trot through the
      sage-brush, glancing over his shoulder at you, from time to time, till he
      is about out of easy pistol range, and then he stops and takes a
      deliberate survey of you; he will trot fifty yards and stop again—another
      fifty and stop again; and finally the gray of his gliding body blends with
      the gray of the sage-brush, and he disappears. All this is when you make
      no demonstration against him; but if you do, he develops a livelier
      interest in his journey, and instantly electrifies his heels and puts such
      a deal of real estate between himself and your weapon, that by the time
      you have raised the hammer you see that you need a minie rifle, and by the
      time you have got him in line you need a rifled cannon, and by the time
      you have “drawn a bead” on him you see well enough that
      nothing but an unusually long-winded streak of lightning could reach him
      where he is now. But if you start a swift-footed dog after him, you will
      enjoy it ever so much—especially if it is a dog that has a good
      opinion of himself, and has been brought up to think he knows something
      about speed.
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      The cayote will go swinging gently off on that deceitful trot of his, and
      every little while he will smile a fraudful smile over his shoulder that
      will fill that dog entirely full of encouragement and worldly ambition,
      and make him lay his head still lower to the ground, and stretch his neck
      further to the front, and pant more fiercely, and stick his tail out
      straighter behind, and move his furious legs with a yet wilder frenzy, and
      leave a broader and broader, and higher and denser cloud of desert sand
      smoking behind, and marking his long wake across the level plain! And all
      this time the dog is only a short twenty feet behind the cayote, and to
      save the soul of him he cannot understand why it is that he cannot get
      perceptibly closer; and he begins to get aggravated, and it makes him
      madder and madder to see how gently the cayote glides along and never
      pants or sweats or ceases to smile; and he grows still more and more
      incensed to see how shamefully he has been taken in by an entire stranger,
      and what an ignoble swindle that long, calm, soft-footed trot is; and next
      he notices that he is getting fagged, and that the cayote actually has to
      slacken speed a little to keep from running away from him—and then
      that town-dog is mad in earnest, and he begins to strain and weep and
      swear, and paw the sand higher than ever, and reach for the cayote with
      concentrated and desperate energy. This “spurt” finds him six
      feet behind the gliding enemy, and two miles from his friends. And then,
      in the instant that a wild new hope is lighting up his face, the cayote
      turns and smiles blandly upon him once more, and with a something about it
      which seems to say: “Well, I shall have to tear myself away from
      you, bub—business is business, and it will not do for me to be
      fooling along this way all day”—and forthwith there is a
      rushing sound, and the sudden splitting of a long crack through the
      atmosphere, and behold that dog is solitary and alone in the midst of a
      vast solitude!
    


      It makes his head swim. He stops, and looks all around; climbs the nearest
      sand-mound, and gazes into the distance; shakes his head reflectively, and
      then, without a word, he turns and jogs along back to his train, and takes
      up a humble position under the hindmost wagon, and feels unspeakably mean,
      and looks ashamed, and hangs his tail at half-mast for a week. And for as
      much as a year after that, whenever there is a great hue and cry after a
      cayote, that dog will merely glance in that direction without emotion, and
      apparently observe to himself, “I believe I do not wish any of the
      pie.”
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      The cayote lives chiefly in the most desolate and forbidding desert, along
      with the lizard, the jackass-rabbit and the raven, and gets an uncertain
      and precarious living, and earns it. He seems to subsist almost wholly on
      the carcases of oxen, mules and horses that have dropped out of emigrant
      trains and died, and upon windfalls of carrion, and occasional legacies of
      offal bequeathed to him by white men who have been opulent enough to have
      something better to butcher than condemned army bacon.
    


      He will eat anything in the world that his first cousins, the desert-
      frequenting tribes of Indians will, and they will eat anything they can
      bite. It is a curious fact that these latter are the only creatures known
      to history who will eat nitro-glycerine and ask for more if they survive.
    


      The cayote of the deserts beyond the Rocky Mountains has a peculiarly hard
      time of it, owing to the fact that his relations, the Indians, are just as
      apt to be the first to detect a seductive scent on the desert breeze, and
      follow the fragrance to the late ox it emanated from, as he is himself;
      and when this occurs he has to content himself with sitting off at a
      little distance watching those people strip off and dig out everything
      edible, and walk off with it. Then he and the waiting ravens explore the
      skeleton and polish the bones. It is considered that the cayote, and the
      obscene bird, and the Indian of the desert, testify their blood kinship
      with each other in that they live together in the waste places of the
      earth on terms of perfect confidence and friendship, while hating all
      other creature and yearning to assist at their funerals. He does not mind
      going a hundred miles to breakfast, and a hundred and fifty to dinner,
      because he is sure to have three or four days between meals, and he can
      just as well be traveling and looking at the scenery as lying around doing
      nothing and adding to the burdens of his parents.
    


      We soon learned to recognize the sharp, vicious bark of the cayote as it
      came across the murky plain at night to disturb our dreams among the
      mail-sacks; and remembering his forlorn aspect and his hard fortune, made
      shift to wish him the blessed novelty of a long day’s good luck and
      a limitless larder the morrow.
    






      CHAPTER VI.
    







      Our new conductor (just shipped) had been without sleep for twenty hours.
      Such a thing was very frequent. From St. Joseph, Missouri, to Sacramento,
      California, by stage-coach, was nearly nineteen hundred miles, and the
      trip was often made in fifteen days (the cars do it in four and a half,
      now), but the time specified in the mail contracts, and required by the
      schedule, was eighteen or nineteen days, if I remember rightly. This was
      to make fair allowance for winter storms and snows, and other unavoidable
      causes of detention. The stage company had everything under strict
      discipline and good system. Over each two hundred and fifty miles of road
      they placed an agent or superintendent, and invested him with great
      authority. His beat or jurisdiction of two hundred and fifty miles was
      called a “division.” He purchased horses, mules harness, and
      food for men and beasts, and distributed these things among his stage
      stations, from time to time, according to his judgment of what each
      station needed. He erected station buildings and dug wells. He attended to
      the paying of the station-keepers, hostlers, drivers and blacksmiths, and
      discharged them whenever he chose. He was a very, very great man in his
      “division”—a kind of Grand Mogul, a Sultan of the
      Indies, in whose presence common men were modest of speech and manner, and
      in the glare of whose greatness even the dazzling stage-driver dwindled to
      a penny dip. There were about eight of these kings, all told, on the
      overland route.
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      Next in rank and importance to the division-agent came the “conductor.”
      His beat was the same length as the agent’s—two hundred and
      fifty miles. He sat with the driver, and (when necessary) rode that
      fearful distance, night and day, without other rest or sleep than what he
      could get perched thus on top of the flying vehicle. Think of it! He had
      absolute charge of the mails, express matter, passengers and stage-coach,
      until he delivered them to the next conductor, and got his receipt for
      them.
    


      Consequently he had to be a man of intelligence, decision and considerable
      executive ability. He was usually a quiet, pleasant man, who attended
      closely to his duties, and was a good deal of a gentleman. It was not
      absolutely necessary that the division-agent should be a gentleman, and
      occasionally he wasn’t. But he was always a general in
      administrative ability, and a bull-dog in courage and determination—otherwise
      the chieftainship over the lawless underlings of the overland service
      would never in any instance have been to him anything but an equivalent
      for a month of insolence and distress and a bullet and a coffin at the end
      of it. There were about sixteen or eighteen conductors on the overland,
      for there was a daily stage each way, and a conductor on every stage.
    


      Next in real and official rank and importance, after the
      conductor, came my delight, the driver—next in real but not in apparent
      importance—for we have seen that in the eyes of the common herd the
      driver was to the conductor as an admiral is to the captain of the
      flag-ship. The driver’s beat was pretty long, and his sleeping-time
      at the stations pretty short, sometimes; and so, but for the grandeur of
      his position his would have been a sorry life, as well as a hard and a
      wearing one. We took a new driver every day or every night (for they drove
      backward and forward over the same piece of road all the time), and
      therefore we never got as well acquainted with them as we did with the
      conductors; and besides, they would have been above being familiar with
      such rubbish as passengers, anyhow, as a general thing. Still, we were
      always eager to get a sight of each and every new driver as soon as the
      watch changed, for each and every day we were either anxious to get rid of
      an unpleasant one, or loath to part with a driver we had learned to like
      and had come to be sociable and friendly with. And so the first question
      we asked the conductor whenever we got to where we were to exchange
      drivers, was always, “Which is him?” The grammar was faulty,
      maybe, but we could not know, then, that it would go into a book some day.
      As long as everything went smoothly, the overland driver was well enough
      situated, but if a fellow driver got sick suddenly it made trouble, for
      the coach must go on, and so the potentate who was about to climb
      down and take a luxurious rest after his long night’s siege in the
      midst of wind and rain and darkness, had to stay where he was and do the
      sick man’s work. Once, in the Rocky Mountains, when I found a driver
      sound asleep on the box, and the mules going at the usual break-neck pace,
      the conductor said never mind him, there was no danger, and he was doing
      double duty—had driven seventy-five miles on one coach, and was now
      going back over it on this without rest or sleep. A hundred and fifty
      miles of holding back of six vindictive mules and keeping them from
      climbing the trees! It sounds incredible, but I remember the statement
      well enough.
    


      The station-keepers, hostlers, etc., were low, rough characters, as
      already described; and from western Nebraska to Nevada a considerable
      sprinkling of them might be fairly set down as outlaws—fugitives
      from justice, criminals whose best security was a section of country which
      was without law and without even the pretence of it. When the “division-
      agent” issued an order to one of these parties he did it with the
      full understanding that he might have to enforce it with a navy
      six-shooter, and so he always went “fixed” to make things go
      along smoothly.
    


      Now and then a division-agent was really obliged to shoot a hostler
      through the head to teach him some simple matter that he could have taught
      him with a club if his circumstances and surroundings had been different.
      But they were snappy, able men, those division-agents, and when they tried
      to teach a subordinate anything, that subordinate generally “got it
      through his head.”
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      A great portion of this vast machinery—these hundreds of men and
      coaches, and thousands of mules and horses—was in the hands of Mr.
      Ben Holliday. All the western half of the business was in his hands. This
      reminds me of an incident of Palestine travel which is pertinent here, so
      I will transfer it just in the language in which I find it set down in my
      Holy Land note-book:
    



        No doubt everybody has heard of Ben Holliday—a man of prodigious
        energy, who used to send mails and passengers flying across the
        continent in his overland stage-coaches like a very whirlwind—two
        thousand long miles in fifteen days and a half, by the watch! But this
        fragment of history is not about Ben Holliday, but about a young New
        York boy by the name of Jack, who traveled with our small party of
        pilgrims in the Holy Land (and who had traveled to California in Mr.
        Holliday’s overland coaches three years before, and had by no
        means forgotten it or lost his gushing admiration of Mr. H.) Aged
        nineteen. Jack was a good boy—a good-hearted and always
        well-meaning boy, who had been reared in the city of New York, and
        although he was bright and knew a great many useful things, his
        Scriptural education had been a good deal neglected—to such a
        degree, indeed, that all Holy Land history was fresh and new to him, and
        all Bible names mysteries that had never disturbed his virgin ear.
      


        Also in our party was an elderly pilgrim who was the reverse of Jack, in
        that he was learned in the Scriptures and an enthusiast concerning them.
        He was our encyclopedia, and we were never tired of listening to his
        speeches, nor he of making them. He never passed a celebrated locality,
        from Bashan to Bethlehem, without illuminating it with an oration. One
        day, when camped near the ruins of Jericho, he burst forth with
        something like this:
      


        “Jack, do you see that range of mountains over yonder that bounds
        the Jordan valley? The mountains of Moab, Jack! Think of it, my boy—the
        actual mountains of Moab—renowned in Scripture history! We are
        actually standing face to face with those illustrious crags and peaks—and
        for all we know” [dropping his voice impressively], “our
        eyes may be resting at this very moment upon the spot WHERE LIES THE
        MYSTERIOUS GRAVE OF MOSES! Think of it, Jack!”
      


        “Moses who?” (falling inflection).
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        “Moses who! Jack, you ought to be ashamed of yourself—you
        ought to be ashamed of such criminal ignorance. Why, Moses, the great
        guide, soldier, poet, lawgiver of ancient Israel! Jack, from this spot
        where we stand, to Egypt, stretches a fearful desert three hundred miles
        in extent—and across that desert that wonderful man brought the
        children of Israel!—guiding them with unfailing sagacity for forty
        years over the sandy desolation and among the obstructing rocks and
        hills, and landed them at last, safe and sound, within sight of this
        very spot; and where we now stand they entered the Promised Land with
        anthems of rejoicing! It was a wonderful, wonderful thing to do, Jack!
        Think of it!”
      


        “Forty years? Only three hundred miles? Humph! Ben Holliday would
        have fetched them through in thirty-six hours!”
      


        The boy meant no harm. He did not know that he had said anything that
        was wrong or irreverent. And so no one scolded him or felt offended with
        him—and nobody could but some ungenerous spirit incapable of
        excusing the heedless blunders of a boy.
      






      At noon on the fifth day out, we arrived at the “Crossing of the
      South Platte,” alias “Julesburg,” alias
      “Overland City,” four hundred and seventy miles from St.
      Joseph—the strangest, quaintest, funniest frontier town that our
      untraveled eyes had ever stared at and been astonished with.
    






      CHAPTER VII.
    







      It did seem strange enough to see a town again after what appeared to us
      such a long acquaintance with deep, still, almost lifeless and houseless
      solitude! We tumbled out into the busy street feeling like meteoric people
      crumbled off the corner of some other world, and wakened up suddenly in
      this. For an hour we took as much interest in Overland City as if we had
      never seen a town before. The reason we had an hour to spare was because
      we had to change our stage (for a less sumptuous affair, called a “mud-wagon”)
      and transfer our freight of mails.
    


      Presently we got under way again. We came to the shallow, yellow, muddy
      South Platte, with its low banks and its scattering flat sand-bars and
      pigmy islands—a melancholy stream straggling through the centre of
      the enormous flat plain, and only saved from being impossible to find with
      the naked eye by its sentinel rank of scattering trees standing on either
      bank. The Platte was “up,” they said—which made me wish
      I could see it when it was down, if it could look any sicker and sorrier.
      They said it was a dangerous stream to cross, now, because its quicksands
      were liable to swallow up horses, coach and passengers if an attempt was
      made to ford it. But the mails had to go, and we made the attempt. Once or
      twice in midstream the wheels sunk into the yielding sands so
      threateningly that we half believed we had dreaded and avoided the sea all
      our lives to be shipwrecked in a “mud-wagon” in the middle of
      a desert at last. But we dragged through and sped away toward the setting
      sun.
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      Next morning, just before dawn, when about five hundred and fifty miles
      from St. Joseph, our mud-wagon broke down. We were to be delayed five or
      six hours, and therefore we took horses, by invitation, and joined a party
      who were just starting on a buffalo hunt. It was noble sport galloping
      over the plain in the dewy freshness of the morning, but our part of the
      hunt ended in disaster and disgrace, for a wounded buffalo bull chased the
      passenger Bemis nearly two miles, and then he forsook his horse and took
      to a lone tree. He was very sullen about the matter for some twenty-four
      hours, but at last he began to soften little by little, and finally he
      said:
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      “Well, it was not funny, and there was no sense in those gawks
      making themselves so facetious over it. I tell you I was angry in earnest
      for awhile. I should have shot that long gangly lubber they called Hank,
      if I could have done it without crippling six or seven other people—but
      of course I couldn’t, the old ‘Allen’s’ so
      confounded comprehensive. I wish those loafers had been up in the tree;
      they wouldn’t have wanted to laugh so. If I had had a horse worth a
      cent—but no, the minute he saw that buffalo bull wheel on him and
      give a bellow, he raised straight up in the air and stood on his heels.
      The saddle began to slip, and I took him round the neck and laid close to
      him, and began to pray. Then he came down and stood up on the other end
      awhile, and the bull actually stopped pawing sand and bellowing to
      contemplate the inhuman spectacle.
    


      “Then the bull made a pass at him and uttered a bellow that sounded
      perfectly frightful, it was so close to me, and that seemed to literally
      prostrate my horse’s reason, and make a raving distracted maniac of
      him, and I wish I may die if he didn’t stand on his head for a
      quarter of a minute and shed tears. He was absolutely out of his mind—he
      was, as sure as truth itself, and he really didn’t know what he was
      doing. Then the bull came charging at us, and my horse dropped down on all
      fours and took a fresh start—and then for the next ten minutes he
      would actually throw one hand-spring after another so fast that the bull
      began to get unsettled, too, and didn’t know where to start in—and
      so he stood there sneezing, and shovelling dust over his back, and
      bellowing every now and then, and thinking he had got a fifteen-hundred
      dollar circus horse for breakfast, certain. Well, I was first out on his
      neck—the horse’s, not the bull’s—and then
      underneath, and next on his rump, and sometimes head up, and sometimes
      heels—but I tell you it seemed solemn and awful to be ripping and
      tearing and carrying on so in the presence of death, as you might say.
      Pretty soon the bull made a snatch for us and brought away some of my
      horse’s tail (I suppose, but do not know, being pretty busy at the
      time), but something made him hungry for solitude and suggested to
      him to get up and hunt for it.
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      “And then you ought to have seen that spider legged old skeleton go!
      and you ought to have seen the bull cut out after him, too—head
      down, tongue out, tail up, bellowing like everything, and actually mowing
      down the weeds, and tearing up the earth, and boosting up the sand like a
      whirlwind! By George, it was a hot race! I and the saddle were back on the
      rump, and I had the bridle in my teeth and holding on to the pommel with
      both hands. First we left the dogs behind; then we passed a jackass
      rabbit; then we overtook a cayote, and were gaining on an antelope when
      the rotten girth let go and threw me about thirty yards off to the left,
      and as the saddle went down over the horse’s rump he gave it a lift
      with his heels that sent it more than four hundred yards up in the air, I
      wish I may die in a minute if he didn’t. I fell at the foot of the
      only solitary tree there was in nine counties adjacent (as any creature
      could see with the naked eye), and the next second I had hold of the bark
      with four sets of nails and my teeth, and the next second after that I was
      astraddle of the main limb and blaspheming my luck in a way that made my
      breath smell of brimstone. I had the bull, now, if he did not think
      of one thing. But that one thing I dreaded. I dreaded it very seriously.
      There was a possibility that the bull might not think of it, but there
      were greater chances that he would. I made up my mind what I would do in
      case he did. It was a little over forty feet to the ground from where I
      sat. I cautiously unwound the lariat from the pommel of my saddle—”
    


      “Your saddle? Did you take your saddle up in the tree with
      you?”
    


      “Take it up in the tree with me? Why, how you talk. Of course I didn’t.
      No man could do that. It fell in the tree when it came down.”
    


      “Oh—exactly.”
    


      “Certainly. I unwound the lariat, and fastened one end of it to the
      limb. It was the very best green raw-hide, and capable of sustaining tons.
      I made a slip-noose in the other end, and then hung it down to see the
      length. It reached down twenty-two feet—half way to the ground. I
      then loaded every barrel of the Allen with a double charge. I felt
      satisfied. I said to myself, if he never thinks of that one thing
      that I dread, all right—but if he does, all right anyhow—I am
      fixed for him. But don’t you know that the very thing a man dreads
      is the thing that always happens? Indeed it is so. I watched the bull,
      now, with anxiety—anxiety which no one can conceive of who has not
      been in such a situation and felt that at any moment death might come.
      Presently a thought came into the bull’s eye. I knew it! said I—if
      my nerve fails now, I am lost. Sure enough, it was just as I had dreaded,
      he started in to climb the tree—”
    


      “What, the bull?”
    


      “Of course—who else?”
    


      “But a bull can’t climb a tree.”
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      “He can’t, can’t he? Since you know so much about it,
      did you ever see a bull try?”
    


      “No! I never dreamt of such a thing.”
    


      “Well, then, what is the use of your talking that way, then? Because
      you never saw a thing done, is that any reason why it can’t be done?”
    


      “Well, all right—go on. What did you do?”
    


      “The bull started up, and got along well for about ten feet, then
      slipped and slid back. I breathed easier. He tried it again—got up a
      little higher—slipped again. But he came at it once more, and this
      time he was careful. He got gradually higher and higher, and my spirits
      went down more and more. Up he came—an inch at a time—with his
      eyes hot, and his tongue hanging out. Higher and higher—hitched his
      foot over the stump of a limb, and looked up, as much as to say, ‘You
      are my meat, friend.’ Up again—higher and higher, and getting
      more excited the closer he got. He was within ten feet of me! I took a
      long breath,—and then said I, ‘It is now or never.’ I
      had the coil of the lariat all ready; I paid it out slowly, till it hung
      right over his head; all of a sudden I let go of the slack, and the
      slipnoose fell fairly round his neck! Quicker than lightning I out with
      the Allen and let him have it in the face. It was an awful roar, and must
      have scared the bull out of his senses. When the smoke cleared away, there
      he was, dangling in the air, twenty foot from the ground, and going out of
      one convulsion into another faster than you could count! I didn’t
      stop to count, anyhow—I shinned down the tree and shot for home.”
    


      “Bemis, is all that true, just as you have stated it?”
    


      “I wish I may rot in my tracks and die the death of a dog if it isn’t.”
    


      “Well, we can’t refuse to believe it, and we don’t. But
      if there were some proofs—”
    


      “Proofs! Did I bring back my lariat?”
    


      “No.”
    


      “Did I bring back my horse?”
    


      “No.”
    


      “Did you ever see the bull again?”
    


      “No.”
    


      “Well, then, what more do you want? I never saw anybody as
      particular as you are about a little thing like that.”
    


      I made up my mind that if this man was not a liar he only missed it by the
      skin of his teeth. This episode reminds me of an incident of my brief
      sojourn in Siam, years afterward. The European citizens of a town in the
      neighborhood of Bangkok had a prodigy among them by the name of Eckert, an
      Englishman—a person famous for the number, ingenuity and imposing
      magnitude of his lies. They were always repeating his most celebrated
      falsehoods, and always trying to “draw him out” before
      strangers; but they seldom succeeded. Twice he was invited to the house
      where I was visiting, but nothing could seduce him into a specimen lie.
      One day a planter named Bascom, an influential man, and a proud and
      sometimes irascible one, invited me to ride over with him and call on
      Eckert. As we jogged along, said he:
    


      “Now, do you know where the fault lies? It lies in putting Eckert on
      his guard. The minute the boys go to pumping at Eckert he knows perfectly
      well what they are after, and of course he shuts up his shell. Anybody
      might know he would. But when we get there, we must play him finer than
      that. Let him shape the conversation to suit himself—let him drop it
      or change it whenever he wants to. Let him see that nobody is trying to
      draw him out. Just let him have his own way. He will soon forget himself
      and begin to grind out lies like a mill. Don’t get impatient—just
      keep quiet, and let me play him. I will make him lie. It does seem to me
      that the boys must be blind to overlook such an obvious and simple trick
      as that.”
    


      Eckert received us heartily—a pleasant-spoken, gentle-mannered
      creature. We sat in the veranda an hour, sipping English ale, and talking
      about the king, and the sacred white elephant, the Sleeping Idol, and all
      manner of things; and I noticed that my comrade never led the conversation
      himself or shaped it, but simply followed Eckert’s lead, and
      betrayed no solicitude and no anxiety about anything. The effect was
      shortly perceptible. Eckert began to grow communicative; he grew more and
      more at his ease, and more and more talkative and sociable. Another hour
      passed in the same way, and then all of a sudden Eckert said:
    


      “Oh, by the way! I came near forgetting. I have got a thing here to
      astonish you. Such a thing as neither you nor any other man ever heard of—I’ve
      got a cat that will eat cocoanut! Common green cocoanut—and not only
      eat the meat, but drink the milk. It is so—I’ll swear to it.”
    


      A quick glance from Bascom—a glance that I understood—then:
    


      “Why, bless my soul, I never heard of such a thing. Man, it is
      impossible.”
    


      “I knew you would say it. I’ll fetch the cat.”
    


      He went in the house. Bascom said:
    


      “There—what did I tell you? Now, that is the way to handle
      Eckert. You see, I have petted him along patiently, and put his suspicions
      to sleep. I am glad we came. You tell the boys about it when you go back.
      Cat eat a cocoanut—oh, my! Now, that is just his way, exactly—he
      will tell the absurdest lie, and trust to luck to get out of it again.
    


      “Cat eat a cocoanut—the innocent fool!”
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      Eckert approached with his cat, sure enough.
    


      Bascom smiled. Said he:
    


      “I’ll hold the cat—you bring a cocoanut.”
    


      Eckert split one open, and chopped up some pieces. Bascom smuggled a wink
      to me, and proffered a slice of the fruit to puss. She snatched it,
      swallowed it ravenously, and asked for more!
    


      We rode our two miles in silence, and wide apart. At least I was silent,
      though Bascom cuffed his horse and cursed him a good deal, notwithstanding
      the horse was behaving well enough. When I branched off homeward, Bascom
      said:
    


      “Keep the horse till morning. And—you need not speak of this—foolishness
      to the boys.”
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      CHAPTER VIII.
    







      In a little while all interest was taken up in stretching our necks and
      watching for the “pony-rider”—the fleet messenger who
      sped across the continent from St. Joe to Sacramento, carrying letters
      nineteen hundred miles in eight days! Think of that for perishable horse
      and human flesh and blood to do! The pony-rider was usually a little bit
      of a man, brimful of spirit and endurance. No matter what time of the day
      or night his watch came on, and no matter whether it was winter or summer,
      raining, snowing, hailing, or sleeting, or whether his “beat”
      was a level straight road or a crazy trail over mountain crags and
      precipices, or whether it led through peaceful regions or regions that
      swarmed with hostile Indians, he must be always ready to leap into the
      saddle and be off like the wind! There was no idling-time for a pony-rider
      on duty. He rode fifty miles without stopping, by daylight, moonlight,
      starlight, or through the blackness of darkness—just as it happened.
      He rode a splendid horse that was born for a racer and fed and lodged like
      a gentleman; kept him at his utmost speed for ten miles, and then, as he
      came crashing up to the station where stood two men holding fast a fresh,
      impatient steed, the transfer of rider and mail-bag was made in the
      twinkling of an eye, and away flew the eager pair and were out of sight
      before the spectator could get hardly the ghost of a look. Both rider and
      horse went “flying light.” The rider’s dress was thin,
      and fitted close; he wore a “round-about,” and a skull-cap,
      and tucked his pantaloons into his boot-tops like a race-rider. He carried
      no arms—he carried nothing that was not absolutely necessary, for
      even the postage on his literary freight was worth five dollars a
      letter.
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      He got but little frivolous correspondence to carry—his bag had
      business letters in it, mostly. His horse was stripped of all unnecessary
      weight, too. He wore a little wafer of a racing-saddle, and no visible
      blanket. He wore light shoes, or none at all. The little flat mail-pockets
      strapped under the rider’s thighs would each hold about the bulk of
      a child’s primer. They held many and many an important business
      chapter and newspaper letter, but these were written on paper as airy and
      thin as gold-leaf, nearly, and thus bulk and weight were economized. The
      stage-coach traveled about a hundred to a hundred and twenty-five miles a
      day (twenty-four hours), the pony-rider about two hundred and fifty. There
      were about eighty pony-riders in the saddle all the time, night and day,
      stretching in a long, scattering procession from Missouri to California,
      forty flying eastward, and forty toward the west, and among them making
      four hundred gallant horses earn a stirring livelihood and see a deal of
      scenery every single day in the year.
    


      We had had a consuming desire, from the beginning, to see a pony-rider,
      but somehow or other all that passed us and all that met us managed to
      streak by in the night, and so we heard only a whiz and a hail, and the
      swift phantom of the desert was gone before we could get our heads out of
      the windows. But now we were expecting one along every moment, and would
      see him in broad daylight. Presently the driver exclaims:
    


      “HERE HE COMES!”
    


      Every neck is stretched further, and every eye strained wider. Away across
      the endless dead level of the prairie a black speck appears against the
      sky, and it is plain that it moves. Well, I should think so!
    


      In a second or two it becomes a horse and rider, rising and falling,
      rising and falling—sweeping toward us nearer and nearer—growing
      more and more distinct, more and more sharply defined—nearer and
      still nearer, and the flutter of the hoofs comes faintly to the ear—another
      instant a whoop and a hurrah from our upper deck, a wave of the rider’s
      hand, but no reply, and man and horse burst past our excited faces, and go
      winging away like a belated fragment of a storm!
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      So sudden is it all, and so like a flash of unreal fancy, that but for the
      flake of white foam left quivering and perishing on a mail-sack after the
      vision had flashed by and disappeared, we might have doubted whether we
      had seen any actual horse and man at all, maybe.
    


      We rattled through Scott’s Bluffs Pass, by and by. It was along here
      somewhere that we first came across genuine and unmistakable alkali water
      in the road, and we cordially hailed it as a first-class curiosity, and a
      thing to be mentioned with eclat in letters to the ignorant at home. This
      water gave the road a soapy appearance, and in many places the ground
      looked as if it had been whitewashed. I think the strange alkali water
      excited us as much as any wonder we had come upon yet, and I know we felt
      very complacent and conceited, and better satisfied with life after we had
      added it to our list of things which we had seen and some other
      people had not. In a small way we were the same sort of simpletons as
      those who climb unnecessarily the perilous peaks of Mont Blanc and the
      Matterhorn, and derive no pleasure from it except the reflection that it
      isn’t a common experience. But once in a while one of those parties
      trips and comes darting down the long mountain-crags in a sitting posture,
      making the crusted snow smoke behind him, flitting from bench to bench,
      and from terrace to terrace, jarring the earth where he strikes, and still
      glancing and flitting on again, sticking an iceberg into himself every now
      and then, and tearing his clothes, snatching at things to save himself,
      taking hold of trees and fetching them along with him, roots and all,
      starting little rocks now and then, then big boulders, then acres of ice
      and snow and patches of forest, gathering and still gathering as he goes,
      adding and still adding to his massed and sweeping grandeur as he nears a
      three thousand-foot precipice, till at last he waves his hat magnificently
      and rides into eternity on the back of a raging and tossing avalanche!
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      This is all very fine, but let us not be carried away by excitement, but
      ask calmly, how does this person feel about it in his cooler moments next
      day, with six or seven thousand feet of snow and stuff on top of him?
    


      We crossed the sand hills near the scene of the Indian mail robbery and
      massacre of 1856, wherein the driver and conductor perished, and also all
      the passengers but one, it was supposed; but this must have been a
      mistake, for at different times afterward on the Pacific coast I was
      personally acquainted with a hundred and thirty-three or four people who
      were wounded during that massacre, and barely escaped with their lives.
      There was no doubt of the truth of it—I had it from their own lips.
      One of these parties told me that he kept coming across arrow-heads in his
      system for nearly seven years after the massacre; and another of them told
      me that he was struck so literally full of arrows that after the Indians
      were gone and he could raise up and examine himself, he could not restrain
      his tears, for his clothes were completely ruined.
    


      The most trustworthy tradition avers, however, that only one man, a person
      named Babbitt, survived the massacre, and he was desperately wounded. He
      dragged himself on his hands and knee (for one leg was broken) to a
      station several miles away. He did it during portions of two nights, lying
      concealed one day and part of another, and for more than forty hours
      suffering unimaginable anguish from hunger, thirst and bodily pain. The
      Indians robbed the coach of everything it contained, including quite an
      amount of treasure.
    






      CHAPTER IX.
    



      We passed Fort Laramie in the night, and on the seventh morning out we
      found ourselves in the Black Hills, with Laramie Peak at our elbow
      (apparently) looming vast and solitary—a deep, dark, rich indigo
      blue in hue, so portentously did the old colossus frown under his beetling
      brows of storm-cloud. He was thirty or forty miles away, in reality, but
      he only seemed removed a little beyond the low ridge at our right. We
      breakfasted at Horse-Shoe Station, six hundred and seventy-six miles out
      from St. Joseph. We had now reached a hostile Indian country, and during
      the afternoon we passed Laparelle Station, and enjoyed great discomfort
      all the time we were in the neighborhood, being aware that many of the
      trees we dashed by at arm’s length concealed a lurking Indian or
      two. During the preceding night an ambushed savage had sent a bullet
      through the pony-rider’s jacket, but he had ridden on, just the
      same, because pony-riders were not allowed to stop and inquire into such
      things except when killed. As long as they had life enough left in them
      they had to stick to the horse and ride, even if the Indians had been
      waiting for them a week, and were entirely out of patience. About two
      hours and a half before we arrived at Laparelle Station, the keeper in
      charge of it had fired four times at an Indian, but he said with an
      injured air that the Indian had “skipped around so’s to spile
      everything—and ammunition’s blamed skurse, too.” The
      most natural inference conveyed by his manner of speaking was, that in
      “skipping around,” the Indian had taken an unfair advantage.
    


      The coach we were in had a neat hole through its front—a
      reminiscence of its last trip through this region. The bullet that made it
      wounded the driver slightly, but he did not mind it much. He said the
      place to keep a man “huffy” was down on the Southern Overland,
      among the Apaches, before the company moved the stage line up on the
      northern route. He said the Apaches used to annoy him all the time down
      there, and that he came as near as anything to starving to death in the
      midst of abundance, because they kept him so leaky with bullet holes that
      he “couldn’t hold his vittles.” This person’s
      statements were not generally believed.
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      We shut the blinds down very tightly that first night in the hostile
      Indian country, and lay on our arms. We slept on them some, but most of
      the time we only lay on them. We did not talk much, but kept quiet and
      listened. It was an inky-black night, and occasionally rainy. We were
      among woods and rocks, hills and gorges—so shut in, in fact, that
      when we peeped through a chink in a curtain, we could discern nothing. The
      driver and conductor on top were still, too, or only spoke at long
      intervals, in low tones, as is the way of men in the midst of invisible
      dangers. We listened to rain-drops pattering on the roof; and the grinding
      of the wheels through the muddy gravel; and the low wailing of the wind;
      and all the time we had that absurd sense upon us, inseparable from travel
      at night in a close-curtained vehicle, the sense of remaining perfectly
      still in one place, notwithstanding the jolting and swaying of the
      vehicle, the trampling of the horses, and the grinding of the wheels. We
      listened a long time, with intent faculties and bated breath; every time
      one of us would relax, and draw a long sigh of relief and start to say
      something, a comrade would be sure to utter a sudden “Hark!”
      and instantly the experimenter was rigid and listening again. So the
      tiresome minutes and decades of minutes dragged away, until at last our
      tense forms filmed over with a dulled consciousness, and we slept, if one
      might call such a condition by so strong a name—for it was a sleep
      set with a hair-trigger. It was a sleep seething and teeming with a weird
      and distressful confusion of shreds and fag-ends of dreams—a sleep
      that was a chaos. Presently, dreams and sleep and the sullen hush of the
      night were startled by a ringing report, and cloven by such a long,
      wild, agonizing shriek! Then we heard—ten steps from the stage—
    


      “Help! help! help!” [It was our driver’s voice.]
    


      “Kill him! Kill him like a dog!”
    


      “I’m being murdered! Will no man lend me a pistol?”
    


      “Look out! head him off! head him off!”
    


      [Two pistol shots; a confusion of voices and the trampling of many feet,
      as if a crowd were closing and surging together around some object;
      several heavy, dull blows, as with a club; a voice that said appealingly,
      “Don’t, gentlemen, please don’t—I’m a dead
      man!” Then a fainter groan, and another blow, and away sped the
      stage into the darkness, and left the grisly mystery behind us.]
    


      What a startle it was! Eight seconds would amply cover the time it
      occupied—maybe even five would do it. We only had time to plunge at
      a curtain and unbuckle and unbutton part of it in an awkward and hindering
      flurry, when our whip cracked sharply overhead, and we went rumbling and
      thundering away, down a mountain “grade.”
    


      We fed on that mystery the rest of the night—what was left of it,
      for it was waning fast. It had to remain a present mystery, for all we
      could get from the conductor in answer to our hails was something that
      sounded, through the clatter of the wheels, like “Tell you in the
      morning!”
    


      So we lit our pipes and opened the corner of a curtain for a chimney, and
      lay there in the dark, listening to each other’s story of how he
      first felt and how many thousand Indians he first thought had hurled
      themselves upon us, and what his remembrance of the subsequent sounds was,
      and the order of their occurrence. And we theorized, too, but there was
      never a theory that would account for our driver’s voice being out
      there, nor yet account for his Indian murderers talking such good English,
      if they were Indians.
    


      So we chatted and smoked the rest of the night comfortably away, our
      boding anxiety being somehow marvelously dissipated by the real presence
      of something to be anxious about.
    


      We never did get much satisfaction about that dark occurrence. All that we
      could make out of the odds and ends of the information we gathered in the
      morning, was that the disturbance occurred at a station; that we changed
      drivers there, and that the driver that got off there had been talking
      roughly about some of the outlaws that infested the region (“for
      there wasn’t a man around there but had a price on his head and didn’t
      dare show himself in the settlements,” the conductor said); he had
      talked roughly about these characters, and ought to have “drove up
      there with his pistol cocked and ready on the seat alongside of him, and
      begun business himself, because any softy would know they would be laying
      for him.”
    


      That was all we could gather, and we could see that neither the conductor
      nor the new driver were much concerned about the matter. They plainly had
      little respect for a
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boot-tops like a race-rider. He carried no arms—he carried
nothing that was not absolutely necessary, for even the post-
age on his literary freight was worth five dollars a letter. e
got but little frivo-
lous correspondence
to carry —his bag
had business letters
in it, mostly. His
horse was stripped
of all unnecessary
weight, too. e
wore a little wafer of a racing-sad-
dle, and no visible blanket. Ile
wore light shoes, or none at all.
The little flat mail-pockets strap-
ped under the rider’s thighs would each hold about the bulk
of a child’s primer. - They held many and many an important
business chapter and newspaper letter, but these were written
oh paper as airy and thin as gold-leaf; nearly, and thus bulk
and weight were economized. The stage-coach traveled about
a lundred to a hundred and twenty-five miles a day (twenty-
four hours), the pony-rider about two hundred and fifty. There
were about eighty pony-riders in the saddle all the time, night
and day, stretching in a long, scattering procession from Mis-
souri to California, forty flying eastward, and forty toward the
west, and among them making four hundred gallant horses
earn 1 stirring livelihood and see a deal of scenery every single
day in the year.
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The cayote lives chiefly in the most desolate and forbidding
deserts, along with the lizard, the jackass-rabbit and the raven,
and gets an uncertain and precarious living, and earns it. Ile
seems to subsist almost wholly on the carcases of oxen, mules
and horses that have dropped out of emigrant trains and died,
and upon windfalls of carrion, and occasional legacies of

offal bequeathed to him
by white men who have
been opulent enough to
have something better
to butcher than con-
demned army bacon.
He will eat anything in
the world that his first cousins, the desert-frequenting tribes
of Indians will, and they will eat anything they can bite.
It is a curious fact that these latter are the only creatures
. known to history who will eat nitro-glycerine and ask for
more if they survive.
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