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1861 — the United States was
preparing for Civil War. As the Army was pulled back from the
southwestern frontier, the Apache under the feared and respected
Cochise took to the warpath …

Seven men left the village
of Mesilla as guards for the Overland mail coach to Yuma. They got
as far as Cook’s Canyon, when they met the main Apache raiding
party, under the leadership of Cochise and Mangus Colorado. Four
days later, the seven were dead ... but they had taken 185 killed
and wounded Indian braves with them!

SEVEN BRAVE MEN is based on
a true incident from the bloody history of the
southwest.
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Author’s Preface

 


IN THE DESERT of the southwestern panhandle
of New Mexico, near the point where the borders of Arizona, New
Mexico and Old Mexico join, a rocky range of mountains rises
abruptly from the arid plain—the Peloncillos. Geographically, they
are a minor segment of the Continental Divide, the Rocky Mountain
chain. Today the El Paso-Douglas track of the Southern Pacific
Railroad skirts the northern edge of the Peloncillos.

The earliest white explorers of these rocky
dome-and-spire-topped peaks seem to have been General Philip St.
George Cooke and his Mormon Battalion. During the Mexican War of
1846 and ’47, the battalion of Utah soldiers broke a trail from
Santa Fe to the California coast. Mapped during progress, the route
soon came to be known as Cooke’s Road, or the Mormon Highway. It
went from Santa Fe down the Rio Grande, past the Sangre de Cristos
and the Fra Cristobal Range, as far as Mesilla, near present-day
Las Cruces—about fifty-five miles north of El Paso. Then the
Mormons turned southwest, overland through the Peloncillos, the
Dragons and the San Pedro Valley up to Tucson. From Tucson they
marched across the desert to the bend of the Gila, and followed
that river to its mouth; then they went down the Colorado to Yuma
and crossed the Mohave Desert to San Diego; and up the coast to Los
Angeles.

Cooke’s route passed through desolate,
heart-breaking desert lands; but at the time it was the fastest
route from Santa Fe to Los Angeles. It carried hundreds of gold
seekers, settlers and freighters to the California ports; but its
most important value was as a mail route for private wagon
contractors who carried the United States Mail overland to the Far
West.

There is a notch in the
Peloncillos, a pass that Cooke’s army followed. It has come to be
known as Cook’s (sic) Canyon. This book relates a true incident that took place in
July, 1861, in that canyon.

In the middle months of 1861 the United
States was preparing for a civil war. The Army was pulling back
from the Southwestern frontier; and with cavalry and infantry
garrisons left empty and the settlements left unprotected, the
Apache took up arms.

Cochise of the Chiricahua—Mangus Colorado of
the Mimbreño—these were names that struck fear deep into the white
man. And it was both of these great war chiefs who led the attack
that came to be known as the Cook’s Canyon Massacre.

 


In March, 1836, one hundred and eighty-three
Texans were killed by the Mexican Army at the Alamo. There were few
survivors of that siege; the few who did escape were men sent in
search of reinforcements, before the Mexicans had completely
surrounded the fort.

One of those few survivors was William S.
Oury. The Southwest is fortunate that Oury did not die at the Alamo
with Crockett and Bowie. Rancher, Indian campaigner, historian,
statesman, Oury was one of the great frontiersmen of the 19th
century. He was San Antonio’s first mayor; he fought in the Mexican
War while Cooke’s Battalion was breaking trail westward; he was one
of the first Anglo settlers of Tucson, and brought the first
printing press to Arizona Territory; he supported the Confederacy,
and later devoted himself to recording stories of the frontier’s
history. He became the first president of the Arizona Pioneers
Historical Society—an organization whose museum, library and
archives now rank among the foremost in America.

On July 27, 1879, Oury
published an article in the (Tucson) Arizona Star, in which he described the
Cook’s Canyon Massacre. He had got the story direct from the lips
of Cochise, chief of the powerful Chiricahua Apache.

That is the story told here. It is the true
story of seven deadly men with a mission—seven men of whom Cochise
himself said: “Give me twenty-five men like these and I will whip
the United States Army.”

Fact is not only stranger
than fiction, it is often bigger. We think of Custer at the Little
Big Horn, where 165 men were wiped out by a force of thousands of
plains warriors under Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse. We think of
Adobe Walls, where a bold handful of plainsmen, Bat Masterson among
them, held off the Comanche. But do we
think of seven deadly men who for four days, on a waterless
mountaintop, held off three hundred
picked Apache warriors under Mangus Colorado and
Cochise?

These were their names. Mark them well; they
were bold men, these seven:

Fred Thomas, Overland stage-line driver.

Nat Champion, scout and shotgun guard.

Robert Aveline, desperado.

Joe Roacher, frontier trader.

John Wilson, young adventurer.

E. Mills, ex-dragoon.

Jack Portell, veteran wilderness scout.

These were their true names; this is their
story.

It is difficult to express
the extent of my gratitude to Douglas D. Martin. It was he who
found this story in the files of the old Weekly Star and offered to me the
findings of his investigation. Dr. Martin is a veteran, Pulitzer
Prize winning journalist, the former Managing Editor of the
Detroit Free Press, and Professor Emeritus of Journalism at the University of
Arizona in Tucson. His famous book TOMBSTONE’S EPITAPH won one of
the Ten Best Western Books Awards for 1952. Other products of his
pen include YUMA CROSSING, THE EARPS OF TOMBSTONE, and LAMP IN THE
DESERT. This is, truly, his book as much as mine.

Acknowledgment must also be made to the
University of Arizona and its library; to the Arizona Pioneers
Historical Society; to the Western Writers of America, Inc.; and to
the many individuals whose collective encouragement and help have
made the writing of this book possible.

B. W. G.


Chapter One

 


HE LOOKED UP into the girl’s round eyes and
said, “I don’t know, Maria—I don’t know.”

She moved out of the shadows, into the
splash of sunlight falling through the glassless window; she folded
her hands across her breast and watched him with grave concern. She
said to him, “Why must you risk yourself for nothing?”

“Nothing?” he answered.
“If it was for nothing I wouldn’t want to go.”

“Then don’t go. There is
adventure enough here for any man.”

He shook his head. Without speaking, he rose
from the rawhide-bound chair and crossed the dim room to the front
door, standing wide open against the desert heat. Outside, under
the thatched veranda roof, a water olla, made of clay and suspended
from a rope net, hung dripping coolly. He dipped into the olla with
a long-handled tin cup; he drank gustily and then, when the cup was
hung away, he used the back of his thin hand to wipe away oily
sweat from his forehead. He stood looking down the hill toward
Mesilla—it squatted at the base of the slope, all ugly square
’dobes and rotted corral timbers and tan-yellow dust cracked into
powder by the fury of the brass sun. His eyes squinted against the
glare and his fingers contracted against his palms; he turned back
inside the shack and looked steadily at the girl.

She was round-hipped and round-breasted; her
flesh was dark and smooth and her hair glistened like a raven’s
wing. Her eyes were sad and level. She said to him: “There is
nothing out there, Johnny. Nothing but death. The Apache are
up.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s
why I want to go along. Overland’s askin’ for volunteers to guard
the mail coach as far as Yuma.”

He saw dismal bleakness in her eyes, yet it
seemed almost impersonal. “The coach will never get as far as
Yuma,” she murmured.

“It will if there are
enough guns ridin’ with it.”

Her face moved. “Is that all you think of
yourself? Is that all you are? Just a gun?”

He flushed, his glance dropping until it
touched the worn handles of the heavy Dragoon revolver hanging from
his belt. His hand came up almost without will and closed around
the gun’s brass butt strap. He looked up again and he said softly,
“Does it make any difference to you what I am? Would you care?”

Her smile was faraway. He colored again
because he thought he saw pity in her eyes. She said, “No one
should die without reason, Johnny—and you have no reason. How old
are you? Nineteen?”

“How old are you?” he
countered. His hands fluttered around his shirt pockets and he
tried to cover his awkwardness by rolling a Mexican brown-paper
cigarette, but he spilled half the tobacco on the floor before he
was through, and he could not meet her glance. He looked up and saw
her close by him, holding a match up to his cigarette. Her eyes
seemed wiser than any eyes he had ever seen. He said again, “How
old are you?”

“Older than you,” was all
she said. Her shoulders lifted and dropped. The brown cloth of her
dress clung heavily to her body. He felt the room’s close heat and
the stickiness of sweat on his back and on his palms. She whirled
away from him suddenly, and in that moment he felt his spirit whirl
up.

He spoke quickly. “Does it matter, Maria?
Does it matter?”

She faced him again, this time from half
across the room. In the damp darkness of the shadows he couldn’t
see her expression very well. She said, “It is almost five hundred
miles across the desert to Yuma.”

“One mile at a time,” he
answered.

“And one Apache at a time,
Johnny?”

“One bullet apiece,” he
agreed. “How do we know they’ll hit us at all? If our party’s big
enough they’ll leave us alone. We ain’t going to be carrying
anything an Indian would want.”

“Your scalps.”

He shook his head with exasperation; locks
of his long blond hair fell before his eyes and he swept them back
angrily, glaring across the dimness at her. “That ain’t what I
asked you,” he said. “Ain’t I going to get an answer at all?”

“Why,” she said, “I
suppose it matters, Johnny. Is that what you wanted me to say? Will
it keep you from going?”

“No. But it might make me
come back.”

Her eyebrows rose; she stood fast, watching
him solemnly, and he couldn’t tell whether she was laughing at him
or feeling sorry for him, or just not caring one way or the other.
He said, “We ain’t known each other long.”

“No,” she said. “Not very
long.”

“That makes this sound
maybe a little silly. But ever since I come to this Godforsaken
town, you’ve been the only thing in it that was any good. You’ve
been good to me, Maria—the rest of them don’t even know when I’m
around, nor care.” He paused. He was finding it hard to say what he
really meant. Presently he clamped his jaw, met her patient glance,
and went on:

“I reckon what I mean is
that you shouldn’t have to get stuck in a town like this
one.”

“I was born here,” she
murmured.

“That don’t make it no
better a town. You ought to be able to live in a better place than
this, Maria. You ought to have better things—you ought to have a
man.” He spoke this last in a quick, blurting rush and awaited her
answer.

There was none. There was only a slight
upturn at her lip corners, a bittersweet smile that displayed no
mirth and no insult, but only a quiet pensiveness. He frowned and
touched his gun butt again. “You ought to have a man,” he said
again. “I want you to marry me, Maria. When I get back from
Yuma.”

Her expression didn’t change; she didn’t
move. He stepped forward, half lifting his arms. He said,
“Maria?”

She shook her head. “There are many things
you do not know.”

“About you?”

“Yes,” she said. “About
me—and about many things.”

“Maybe I know some things
you think I don’t know. Maybe there are things I don’t want to
know.”

“About me,” she
said.

“Yes,” he answered. “I’m
young but I ain’t a fool.”

“You are not a fool,
Johnny,” she said. He thought he saw a slight surface glisten on
her eyes; he thought perhaps it was a tear, but she turned her face
away into the darkness and stepped back into the deep shadows of
the corner. She said, “I have slept in this house many
years.”

“Too many,” he said. “This
is a rotten house.”

She did not speak.

“You call this a house,
Maria?” he said suddenly. “A one-room ’dobe shack?”

Her lids lowered; she did not become angry,
as he had half hoped she would. She only said, “It is my home.”

She exasperated him. But after he had
watched her awhile, he said again, “I want you to marry me.”

She shook her head gently from side to side.
But she said, “I will be here when you get back from Yuma.”

“Then I’ll come back,” he
answered. It was all he wanted to know from her, and now, feeling
very young and very awkward, he swung abruptly to the door and
rushed out, not looking back. He went into the sunlight and ran,
half joyously, half afraid, down the hill into town.

 


Johnny Wilson’s gangling,
running shape was diminishing down the hill when Maria stepped
forward into the doorway and stood there, leaning with one hand
against the side of the doorjamb. She felt very old and very heavy.
The veranda roof shaded her features and she watched him running
away, and thought, It was cruel not to tell him. I should
have told him. But how? Her hand rested
against the jamb until, soon afterward, a small, quick-moving man
came around from the back of the cabin and stepped into the shade,
dipping a cupful of water out of the olla, and stood quite close to
her, looking evenly over the rim of the cup into her eyes. He said,
“The kid has a lot to learn, doesn’t he?”

“Perhaps,” she breathed.
“How are you, Robbie?”

“All right, I guess,” said
Robbie Aveline. She could see the hunger naked in his glance. “I
had to lose a posse on my trail just above El Paso. Otherwise I’d
have been here sooner.”

She nodded and turned wearily into the
house. She heard distinctly the scrape of Aveline’s calloused hand
across the black stubble of his cheek; she heard his slow steps
following her.

 


Johnny reached the foot of the hill and
slowed his pace to a walk. He was breathing heavily, and paused
long enough to catch his breath and put on an air of nonchalance.
He turned the corner and walked into Yancey’s saloon, rubbing his
palms against his trousers. He ordered a whisky and glared angrily
at the bartender, half expecting a sarcastic retort, but the
bartender only poured him a cup of whisky and waited long enough to
collect his money, and went away down the bar, hardly even looking
at him.

Johnny picked up the
whiskey and drank it slowly, so as not to burn his throat. He put
his back to the bar and hooked his elbows over it, looking around
the small, rectangular room. Only a few men were present and all of
them made a point of ignoring him—or at least he thought they were
making a point of it. He scowled and thought of Maria, and what she
had said: I will be here when you get back
from Yuma. It never occurred to him to
question the reason why she would be here. She would be here. It
was enough. He could assume the rest—that she would be here waiting
for him.

The whisky warmed his belly and he felt the
strength of determination, the will to go ahead with his plans. And
so, with this in mind, he left his cup empty on the plank bar,
stepped away, and went outside to cross the square and walk into
the office of the Overland Stage Lines.

Two men lounged with long-legged ease in
chairs against the wall. Both gave Johnny a brief inspection, and
chose not to speak to him. Johnny looked them both over and thought
about what he was going to say. These were two formidable men he
faced, though they seemed at ease just now. The meat-shouldered one
with the potbelly, well, that was Fred Thomas, one of Overland’s
best drivers; and the other man, wide-shouldered, flat chested and
lean, was Nat Champion, who rode shotgun on the mail coaches.

Fred Thomas looked up and stroked his fuzzy
brown beard. “What you want, kid?”

Johnny felt warmth rise to his cheeks and he
went across the room to sit Indian-fashion on a rickety chair, his
arms across its back and his chin resting on his wrists. He
realized he was stalling, putting off what had to be done, and so
he steeled himself and said, in what he hoped was an idle tone, “I
hear you’re hirin’ guards for the Yuma run.”

“A fact,” Fred Thomas
said. “Where’d you hear that, kid?”

“Around Yancey’s
place.”

Thomas’ glance shifted to lie on Johnny’s
face. “What would you be doin’ now, hangin’ around saloons?”

“Hell,” Johnny said
angrily, “I reckon that’s my own business, ain’t it?”

Thomas shrugged. “Beggin’ your pardon. I
didn’t mean to ruffle your feathers.”

Johnny subsided. He moved his eyes to watch
Nat Champion, hoping to find some help there. Champion’s face was
long and dour. His lean, youthful body had found the secret of
complete, sprawling relaxation. Champion said lazily, “You
interested in the job, Johnny?”

“One of ’em,” Johnny said.
“I don’t want all of ’em.”

Champion chuckled. His voice was a deep
resonance in his throat. His hands were wide-knuckled and his face
was seamed by desert suns, and his black hair was shot with streaks
of gray; yet Johnny knew that Champion was not much older than
twenty-five. He had heard that for some years Champion had ridden
scout with Jack Portell, which by itself was enough to give a man a
pretty strong reputation in Indian country. Champion’s lips were
smiling gently and he said, “It’s heartening news to find out you
don’t figure to be able to hold off a whole Apache war party all by
yourself, Johnny.”

Johnny got to his feet and thrust his chair
aside. “Damn it, I didn’t come in here to get laughed at. Do I get
the job or don’t I?”

“Simmer down,” Champion
told him. “Take a seat and give us a little time to think about it,
will you?”

Johnny clamped his lips together and went to
get the chair he had pushed away. He noticed that Fred Thomas shot
a partly questioning, partly startled, glance at Champion. Johnny
decided right there that he didn’t like Fred Thomas too well.
Thomas’ jaws worked steadily on a cud of tobacco and once he turned
his head to bloat his florid cheeks and spit a brown stream out
through the doorway. He looked at Johnny with a dry glance and said
to Champion, “Hell, we’re likely to have us enough trouble without
worryin’ about wet-nursing a spooky kid, Nat.”

Champion’s answering drawl was soft and
even. “We’ve had that offer posted for six days now. So far only
one man’s taken us up on it—Ernie Mills. A young gun’s better than
no gun at all.”

“I don’t like it,” Thomas
said flatly, and hitched his overhanging belly to move his trouser
belt. The length of his brown beard lay against the massive uplift
of his chest; his head was thrown forward and his wide-set eyes
considered the dusty toes of his boots.

Nat Champion uncoiled the supple length of
his frame to cross the room. He moved like a mountain lion, Johnny
thought, as though he had no joints but only tough, pliant muscles.
Champion took down a rifle from the rack hanging behind the
shipping counter. Johnny’s glance, troubled and uncertain, switched
back and forth from Thomas to Champion. He had the irritating
feeling that the two stage linemen were considering him as they
might have considered a horse or a wagon they were thinking about
buying.

Just then Champion strode forward in his
long-legged way and stood before him, holding the rifle in his
hands. Puzzled, Johnny watched him. Suddenly Champion flicked his
arms forward and tossed the rifle. “Catch.”

Johnny almost didn’t make it, but his left
hand closed around the rifle stock and he managed to get a grip on
it before it could clatter away from him. He shot an angry look up
at Champion and then looked down at the gleaming, fresh brown of
the rifle barrel. “One of them new Spencer repeaters, ain’t
it?”

“That’s right,” Champion
said. “Know how to use it?”

“I can learn in a powerful
hurry,” Johnny said, “if I got to.”

“Ever done much
shooting?”

“Mr. Champion, I ain’t
good for much of anything, but one thing I am is a good rifle shot.
My old man taught me good.”

Champion nodded. He reached over to the
counter and picked up a pair of steel tubes, each as long as his
forearm and about a half inch in diameter. He said, “Come on,” and
walked toward the back door. Startled, Johnny flung one look at
Fred Thomas’ disgusted expression and rose to follow Champion.

They went out back of the office and Johnny
walked up to stand beside Champion. He didn’t know whether he was
more puzzled or more angry. “What the hell?”

Champion’s long-reaching gaze lay out across
the uninhabited desert flats. Presently he said, “About two hundred
yards out there are a bunch of whisky bottles—seven or eight of
them. I set them out there this morning. See them?”

“Sure,” Johnny said. “You
think I’m blind?”

“All right,” Champion said
curtly, and turned to face him, lifting the rifle out of his hands.
“Now take a look, Johnny. This Spencer works on a lever principle.
You pull this trigger guard lever all the way down, like this, and
then pull it all the way up again. That kicks the empty shell out
and loads a new one from the tube. Got it?”

“I reckon,” Johnny said.
“Copper cartridges. Seems a whole lot faster than powder and ball,
don’t it?”

Champion reversed the rifle in his grasp so
that it pointed toward the ground. He said, “See this little knob
sticking out of the heel of the butt?”

“Yes.”

“That’s the end of the
magazine tube. You turn it, like so, and pull this way to remove
the magazine.”

Johnny nodded and looked down at the two
long metal tubes that Champion had set on the ground at his feet.
“Those are magazines, eh? How many shots they hold?”

“Seven,” Champion
said.

“A one-man army,” Johnny
said, with a slight tone of awe.

“Here,” Champion said,
handing him the rifle. “Load a magazine into it and see what you
can do to those bottles out there.”

“Sure,” Johnny said. He
inserted one of the steel tubes and turned it to lock it in place.
He levered the trigger guard, as Champion had shown him, and raised
the stock to his cheek. Then he took various stances, feeling the
set of the rifle, testing its balance, trying to become accustomed
to the weight of it and, presently, he lay his head forward and
squinted along the sights. When one of the bottles stood balanced
over the tip of the front sight, he squeezed the trigger and let
his shoulder roll with the recoil. Round-throated echoes crashed
across the plain. He lowered the rifle, looked forward over the
glare of the flinty plain, and said, “I reckon I missed
it.”

“Try it again.”

Johnny lifted the rifle. He levered a fresh
cartridge into the chamber and felt a start when the empty rim-fire
case spun past his hand; but then he grinned, tightened down his
grip, and squeezed off his shot.

“You got that one,”
Champion grunted. “Keep going.”

Johnny worked the lever and fired again.

“Another one down,”
Champion said, with some satisfaction. “Fire it empty,
Johnny.”

Johnny fired the last four shots rapidly and
stepped aside so that he could see the cloud of black-powder smoke
that had poured from the muzzle. He heard Champion’s noncommittal
talk riding lazily across the air; “Three out of the last four. You
learn fast.”

“I can shoot,” Johnny
answered, removing the empty magazine from the stock of the
Spencer. “Do I get the job?”

“Maybe.”

“What do you mean,
maybe?”

“Maybe there won’t be any
job. If we don’t get more volunteers to ride the mail coach
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