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Chapter 1


 


Jacob Mosby’s wagon stopped at the end of the long,
broad valley. Marie sat quietly beside him with their two young
boys looking over her shoulder from the back of the wagon. What she
and her two young sons were seeing were just broad open spaces, but
what Jacob was seeing were hillsides dotted with cattle and
horses.

Jacob was a farmer, a man of the land. He proved to
be a skilled farmer, making use of every inch of his farm for
growing vegetables. On his trips to the farmer's market, he always
sold out and came home with an empty wagon…then the war came
along.

For the first two years, he was exempt from service,
but when the war dragged on, almost everyone was called up and
Jacob was among them. While he was gone, Marie hunted and fished,
as he had taught her, and she planted a garden large enough to
provide for her and the children through the winter.

When Jacob returned, he went back to his farming,
but he was soon to learn that the country was in a state of grief
and entering a deep recession. On his first trip to the market,
Jacob only managed to sell half of his produce, but when he
returned home, he brought canning jars made by a man named Mason
for Marie to use in preserving what remained of the load.

It didn’t take Jacob long to figure out that he
could not sustain the farm at that rate and after each trip, he had
Marie preserve more of his leavings. He was a frugal man whose only
lot in life was his work, so while some of the money he made went
to buying clothes and the necessities for his family the rest went
into a box he kept under the bed…and he had saved up quite a nest
egg.

Thousands of people were suffering the same
situation, and they were uprooting their families and heading west
to Oregon with the promise of not only free land, but a new start
with a better economy. It did not take much talking for him to
convince Marie that this would be a good move for them, so they
started packing.

He knew if he could not make a living it was highly
unlikely anyone else could, so when the land speculators, who had
the money and could afford to wait until things got better, came to
him his farm only brought him a quarter of what it was worth.

He upgraded his wagon, bought a good team of oxen
and, while others loaded their wagons with furniture, farming
equipment, and other things they felt they could not part with, he
loaded his wagon with the many cases of the preserves that Marie
had continued to make, along with their clothing and a few other
necessary items.

They were on the trail a little over a month, and
while each night Marie opened a bottle of her vegetable preserves
for their meals, the others were roaming around the area, looking
for any of the wild plants they could eat. When the first person
approached Jacob about buying some of the preserves he was more
than happy to oblige. Soon the word spread and by the time they got
to Fort Kearney, they had made enough money to buy supplies for
their trip to Colorado, with some to spare.

He was beginning to think that it had been a mistake
listening to his friend Jonathan, who had convinced him and the
others to break with the train and head to the gold fields of
Colorado. It was much closer than Oregon, and it all sounded so
good at the time.

It had been his decision to leave their Oregon bound
wagon train, but it was a decision that Marie was dead set against.
He looked over at her, knowing that she let him have his way as
usual, but now he was questioning his decision. He knew nothing
about mining, but as they sat looking down at the long green lush
valley, his tie to the land came rushing through and he realized he
was a man of the land at heart.

The tall grass was waving in the wind like it was
beckoning him to come down and, although he had never raised cattle
on a large scale, he knew enough about land to know that this would
be an ideal place to do that.

He convinced the others to camp there for the night
and after their evening meal he told them that he would not be
going any further. Johnathan tried to convince him to change his
mind but in the morning three wagons rolled down into the valley,
leaving Jonathan and his family heading for his quest for gold.

The Mosby, Harris and Mitchell families had found a
new home. The valley was large enough for the three of them and
many more, so they selected their building sites far enough apart
that they didn’t feel crowded like they did back home.

Marie Mosby was a woman who not only read the bible
and tried to live by it as much as she could and Jacob didn’t
object when she named his boys Isaiah and
Abraham. Those boys were the apple of his eye and he knew what he
was building now would someday be theirs. Although he spent little
time thinking about the bible he tried hard to live by the
commandments and see that the boys did too.

There were plenty of trees on both sides of the
valley and the three families joined forces in building each home.
They built the Mosby home first because they had young children,
while each of the other had older children who chose not to go to
Oregon. The boys, Ike and Abe, were nine and seven, so this was all
an exciting experience for them as they helped their mother and
father build their new home.

It was still early enough that they all started
gardens, and then they went searching for some stock. With the
influx of miners, there was a big demand for beef, so ten years
earlier Charles Goodnight, a rancher from Texas, had trailed a herd
up through New Mexico into southern Colorado to fill that need, and
there were many drives that followed.

As the Texas drovers came through the area, they
were more than willing to get rid of their stragglers at a price
well below what they could get at the Denver market. This was a
twofold boon allowed them to move their herd at a faster pace and
allowed the new ranchers of Miracle Valley to build their stock at
a good price.

They had all considered it was a miracle that they
took a turn off the beaten trail to find a shortcut to Denver and
now they were living the dream of their new life. It was hard work,
but it was work they thrived on and with that hard work, the Mosby
‘Rocking M’ grew and prospered.

All three families shared the grass of the valley in
what was referred to as free range, and as more ranchers and
farmers move in, they also shared the grass of Miracle Valley, but
when the Homestead Act came in to effect, Jacob knew that the land
they used as free range would be in danger. He was the first to
react to the new act, and he studied it carefully. When he finished
that study, he had four of his hands, along with himself, file
claims in the valley.

He convinced his friends to do the same up at their
end of the valley and when the five years were up, he paid his
hands for filing and added their claims to his, giving him a big
portion of the valley that measured three miles wide by seven miles
long. His move was not popular with his neighbors, who considered
his land to be the best in the valley, but he chalked it up to
jealousy.

Working gave him little time to socialize, so he
paid little attention to their feelings and continued his hard
work. Marie, on the other hand joined in as many of the wedding,
funerals and social events as she could, making her popular among
both the ranchers and the farmers who were now crowding the
boundaries of the ‘Rocking M’.

It was a time when the Arapahoe were in constant
battle with the army, and there was no way they could protect all
the cattle that roamed through the valley, and after two raids on
their cattle, Jacob knew there had to be something done.

The tracks of the rustlers each time were unshod
horses, which meant that it was Indians, and since the Arapahoe
were the dominant tribe in the area, he suspected them. He had
hired a hand, Adam Lantz, whose father had been an old fur trapper
and his mother a full-blooded Arapahoe.

He was a steady hard worker, so his blood line
mattered little to Jacob, but the fact that he spoke Arapahoe and
knew how to find them did, so when Jacob brought up the idea of
making an individual peace with his people he agreed with the idea.
.

Ike was seventeen and had been working the cattle
with his father since he was ten, so he rode along with him and
Adam, pushing half a dozen head of cattle in front of them. When
they reached the camp, Jacob saw why they were stealing cattle.
They were being pursued so much by the army that they couldn't do
their regular hunting and they were starving.

His gift of the cattle and a promise of the same
amount each year was enough to seal a deal with chief Little Raven,
just as Adam had said and they were no longer raided by the
Arapahoe, but the valley was filling up with ranchers and farmers,
all filing under the Homestead Act and that was squeezing the
‘Rocking M’.

 


 


 


Chapter 2


 


Marie was the first to go, and people from all over
the valley came to see her laid to rest under a large oak tree
overlooking the valley she loved so much. It took the boys a while
to get over it, but Jacob never did. He deeded the ranch over to
the boys and went about his work, but his heart was no longer in
it. It was almost a year later when his broken heart finally gave
out and he collapsed and died, but there was nowhere near the
turnout that Marie had as they laid him to rest beside her.

For that year, he was there for the boys if they
needed him, but he had stepped away from all the business of the
ranch and it was Ike who stepped into his shoes. He took after his
father and had the most business sense, and he was a tough boss who
demanded a dollar's worth of work for each dollar he paid.

Abe, on the other hand was more like Marie with a
lot more compassion and understanding of others, but he understood
Ike’s drive and he watched as the ranch grew even more prosperous
as the herd increased in size.

The ‘Rocking M’ was thriving very well, but that
growth created a lot of enemies. Most of the hard feelings arose
from jealousy and from Ike's tough bargaining, but it did not
bother the brothers because they were too busy building their
ranch…that was until some new settlers started pushing onto the
‘Rocking M’ land.

When Jacob claimed the land, he made cairns of rocks
within sight of each other the entire length of his lines, so he
would always know by looking if anyone was encroaching so when Ike
saw a hundred feet of their field plowed up he was furious.

Abe was willing to let it ride but Ike believed in
the old adage ‘if you give them an inch they will take a mile’ so
he brought in a surveyor from Denver and when the boundaries were
clearly defined, he informed Abe that he intended to fence the
property.

Barbed wire was new to the area and even though Abe
was against it, Ike started the fence. As the fence went up, it
added to the hatred the neighbors had of brothers and the ‘Rocking
M’, but unlike Abe, Ike cared little about what they thought and he
continued until he had the entire ranch fenced.

Although there were some springs along the perimeter
of the valley, most of the new settlers depended on their water
supply from the stream that ran through the ‘Rocking M’. Their
father, Jacob, had even gone as far as building a water wheel with
a sluice that would fill their barrels faster and many didn’t
bother to dig wells.

His only condition was they use only one path to the
stream, so it wouldn’t tear up much of his land. The settlers had
stuck to that agreement and that path had become a well-used road,
which Ike now threatened to cut off with his fence.

Abe finally convinced him that it was their father's
wish that the neighbors be allowed access to the water, and he
agreed to put a gate on that road so they could continue to get
water as long as they made sure the gate was closed after them.

Cattle have a way of wondering around and seeking
out other of their kind and before the fence was up, this was a
problem. The cattle from the small ranches and farms that encircled
the ‘Rocking M’ often drifted onto the lush grass of Mosby’s
Valley, as it was now being called, and since few of them branded
their stock, it posed a problem which almost came to gunplay.

It was only Jacob’s cool head that kept things calm
and averted a killing, but when Ike put up the fence, it solved the
problem of keeping all the other cattle out and ‘Rocking M’ stock
in. It was a proven fact that the grass grew back better after
moderate grazing, and it was at Abe’s urging that Ike finally
relented to letting some of the neighbors graze on their plentiful
land.

The use of the land was conditional on all the
cattle being branded and each rancher providing a representative or
agent at the annual roundup. Another condition stated that a
'Rocking M' rider must be present during the removal of cattle to
prevent any ‘accidental’ taking of the wrong stock.

At the roundup, they separated the herds to ensure
that they paired the unbranded calves with the right mother and
branded them accordingly. Each year, they would round up all the
cattle and then they would drive them to market with all the
ranchers taking part in the drive. Some went to the slaughterhouses
in Denver, some went to the Government who were now supplying beef
to the Arapahoe reservation, and more went to the siding not far
from the valley to be loaded on train cars heading back east.

Ten percent of the sale of every non ‘Rocking M’ cow
sold went to the coffers of the ‘Rocking M’ and that was not a bad
deal for the ranchers who took part. The ‘Rocking M’ fed their
cattle all winter and provided most of the hands to manage them
until the roundup.

Covering that much land required daily checks on the
herd and surveys of the fence for any breaks that could allow
cattle out or in. It was on one of those rides that Abe noticed a
rider coming from the direction of the McKay ranch. Although he had
never had met her, he felt sure it was Clara McKay. He had seen her
tending the stock with her father from a distance, so he rolled a
smoke and waited as it looked like she was heading his way.

It was his idea to share their land, but he let Ike
do the negotiating, and it had been Ike who had negotiated with
Angus McKay. As the rider neared, he saw for sure it was a woman,
and he felt certain his first thought was right, so he waited until
she pulled up beside him.

“Howdy, I’m guessing you are Abe Mosby. I’m Clara
McKay, is it alright if I call you Abe?”

He hadn’t had much time for interaction with women
and this young girl was definitely all woman.

“It looks like you just did and it’s alright.”

Inwardly, he kicked himself for the smart remark,
but she just smiled and let it pass.

“Do you mind if I ride along with you for a
bit?”

Not waiting for his answer, she pulled her horse
alongside his.

“No, I don’t mind. I’m just checking stock and the
fences.”

He pointed over to some cattle browsing on the lush
grass with the shape of a snake branded on their hips.

“That looks like some of your ‘Snake’ brand. I often
wondered why your father picked that brand.”

She turned to look at where he was pointing.

“I know it is sort of unusual, but when my pa first
took the land, he found a big hole full of rattlesnakes. There must
have been a hundred of them there, so he filled it up with brush
and burned them out. I guess that answered his question about a
brand. It’s also a hard brand to work over with a running
iron.”

Abe listened quietly to her story about them coming
to the valley as they rode on, and when he saw four riders
approaching, he drew his rifle from the boot.

“You might want to wait here until I find out what
is going on.”

He spurred his horse ahead and intersected the
riders.

“Hold up there! This is ‘Rocking M’ land. Who are
you and what do you want?”

One man pushed out in the front.

“We’re just going to cut your herd looking for any
‘Bar H’ stock that might have crossed through a break in the
fence.”

Abe‘s back stiffened. This man was not asking, he
was telling, and that didn’t sit well. As he looked at the four
men, he knew that the man doing the talking was the most dangerous
one, so he eased his rifle over more in his direction.

“The only part of this herd you’re going to see is
from the other side of the fence. You can send a rider to the
roundup like the others and if there is any of your stock, we will
settle up like the others.”

The man was leaning casually over his saddle horn,
but now he stiffened and sat upright in his saddle.

“That’s mighty bold talk for a man that's
outnumbered four to one.”

Before he could answer, Abe heard Clara’s voice off
to the side.

“That would be four to two, and this here shotgun
full of buckshot makes it even better odds.”

They hadn’t been paying much attention to the girl,
but now they all turned her way and were looking into the
double-barreled shotgun she held leveled at them and they knew the
damage a shotgun could do at that range.

“Well now, isn’t that nice a man hiding behind a
woman.”

Abe didn’t take his eyes off the talker.

“While she keeps your three friends covered, you and
I can get down and settle this right now.”

For a moment he thought the man was going to do it,
but then he just turned to his waiting friends and Abe breathed a
sigh of relief.

“Ride on back the way you came and don’t ever come
back…and make sure you close the gate behind you.”

He could see it irked the tall talker, but they
turned and he and Clara watched until they disappeared.

“Thanks for the backup. That’s a mighty big gun
you’re toting around.”

She shoved it back in the saddle boot.

“Pa gave it to me. He said it was because I couldn’t
hit anything with a rifle. Do you know who that man is…that’s Mace
McCarty, the new foreman for the ‘Bar H’ and pa said he is
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