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Preface

 


Both real and fictional places are named in
this book. However, the characters and events portrayed in this
book are purely fictional. The story is in no way intended to
reflect on any real persons including the current or past citizens
of any actual places. Any similarities to real events or actual
persons are strictly coincidental and should not in any way be
considered factual.
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 Chapter
One

 


After many years of unimaginable hardships,
Gilbert Mack and a handful of other ranchers finally managed to
hack out permanent footholds in the northeast corner of the Wyoming
Territory near the Montana border. In the spring of 1878, Mack and
three other ranchers pooled most of their life savings and Mack
traveled to Denver where he bought a thousand head of cattle at
auction in Denver. After arranging to have the cattle shipped by
rail to Cheyenne, Gilbert Mack boarded the next passenger train
bound for Cheyenne where he met his best friend, Ned Olsen, along
with the eight drovers and a cook that Ned had just signed on to
drive the herd to the small town of Recluse where Gilbert Mack and
the other ranchers had their spreads. The plan was to drive the
herd north to Douglas, then on to Gillette and finally Recluse.
There were numerous rivers and creeks for the first leg of the
trip, but between Douglas and Gillette the only dependable sources
of water were the Lightening River and the Belle Fourche with about
a seventy mile dry stretch between the two. But by veering slightly
east after leaving the Lightening, Mack planned to drive the herd
to the headwaters of the Cheyenne River which cut the distance
between the sources of reliable water to forty miles as the crow
flies.

The following morning, Gilbert Mack, Ned
Olsen, and six of the eight drovers were waiting at the stock pens
when the train transporting the cattle arrived. Cecil Potter, the
cook, was across the road perched on the seat of the chuck wagon
talking to his team of four mules while the remaining two drovers
were keeping the three dozen spare mounts gathered in an open field
at the edge of town. Once the cattle count was verified, Gilbert
Mack signed the receipt, paid the freight bill, and moments later,
the cattle drive was officially under way.

The drive from Cheyenne to Douglas was not
without a few minor glitches, but overall it was relatively
uneventful and so were the first two days after leaving the
Lightening River, but as the herd came within a few miles of the
Cheyenne River, the drovers riding at the front of the herd spotted
a line of a dozen men blocking the trail.

“Looks like trouble up ahead, Gil!” Ned
Olsen shouted to Gilbert Mack while motioning ahead of the
herd.

Gilbert stood up in the stirrups trying to
see past the cloud of dust being raised by the herd and then gently
spurred his horse, Buttercup.

“What’s up, Ned?” Gil asked as he reached
the front of the herd and slowed Buttercup to a walk.

“Looks like a line of men blocking the trail
ahead,” Ned said as he handed Gil his binoculars.

“You see those men up ahead?” Cole Braxton
asked as he joined Gil and Ned at the front of the herd.

“That’s what we were just talking about,”
Ned replied.

“You think they aim to take the herd?” Cole
asked.

“Let’s go find out,” Gil said as he handed
the binoculars back to Ned.

The three men put the spurs to their horses
and galloped ahead of the herd until they came face to face with
the line of mounted men stretched across the trail.

“Is there a reason you fellas are blocking
the trail?” Gil asked once he reined Buttercup to a stop.

“Is that your herd?” One of the men wearing
denim britches and a faded Army uniform shirt asked.

“It’s partially mine,” Gil replied in a firm
voice.

“Mind if I ask your name?”

“Gilbert Mack.”

“You wouldn’t happen to be the same Gilbert
Mack that was once a captain in the Sixth Michigan Cavalry?”

“The same,” Gil replied. “Do I know
you?”

“No, but I’ve seen you before... at
Gettysburg. You were with General Custer,” the man said,
smiling.

“You must have a good memory. Gettysburg was
over fifteen years ago.”

“Yes sir, I guess it was.”

“Did you earn those sergeant stripes or does
that blouse belong to someone that did?” Gil asked pointing at the
stripes on the man’s shirt.

“I earned ‘em alright.”

“Well sergeant, would you like to tell me
what this is all about?”

“Well Captain Mack...”

“I go by Mister Mack now,” Gil said,
interrupting the man.

“Okay Mister Mack, I’m afraid you’ll have to
turn your herd west.”

“And why would I do that? We’re headed for
the headwaters of Cheyenne River...which I figure is about three
miles past those hills up ahead.”

“Because Mister Norvell and the Thunder
Basin Cattleman’s Association say so.”

“Who are they to say we gotta turn the herd
west? This isn’t their land. This is open range. The U.S.
government owns this land.”

“Maybe so, but Mister Norvell and the other
ranchers in the basin got a right to protect the wellbeing of their
own cattle,” the sergeant said in a slightly arrogant tone. “You
see Mister Mack, the fact is... we’ve been in a serious drought for
the last three years and this past winter was another real dry one.
The grass in the basin is just startin’ to come in good and if we
allow your herd to pass, what your cattle don’t graze off, they’ll
end up trompling down to nothing. And before long... there won’t be
enough grass left for the cattle belonging to Mister Norvell and
the rest of the ranchers in the basin.”

“Look sergeant...”

“Wayne Yarrow,” the man said, interrupting
Gilbert.

“Alright Mister Yarrow, these cattle have
been almost three days without water. There’s no way they can go on
without water.”

“The Powder River is west of here. You can
water your cattle when you reach the Powder,” Yarrow replied.

“The Powder is at least another two...
maybe, three days west of here!” Gil said in an angry voice.
“Why... I’d lose ten to fifteen percent of the herd by the time we
got there.”

“I’m sorry, Mister Mack. I truly am, but I
got my orders.” Yarrow said in an uncaring tone.

“What if we ignore your orders and just push
our way past you and your men?”

“I’m afraid there’ll be blood shed if you
try, Mister Mack...and I doubt either one of us wants that.”

“Well, the hell with your orders, Yarrow!
You and your men best move aside because I’m taking my herd
straight to the Cheyenne River!” Gil said before reining his horse
around sharply and starting it back toward the herd.

Cole and Yarrow exchanged challenging looks.
Then Cole and Ned reined their horses around and followed Gil.

“Ned, you and Cole spread the word. Have all
the men be ready for trouble and pick up the pace,” Gil shouted
once they were back to the herd.

“What if those me start shooting?” Cole
asked.

“Then I guess we’ll just have to shoot back!
But whatever happens, don’t let ‘em turn the herd. Tell the men to
just keep pushing the herd straight ahead!”

After acknowledging Gil’s orders, Ned and
Cole rode along opposite sides of the herd passing on Gil’s orders
to the cowboys flanking the herd and riding drag. The drovers
responded by whistling, shouting, and slapping their lariats
against their chaps to coax the cattle ahead at a faster pace. The
line of men blocking the trail waited until the lead cows were less
than a hundred yards away and then they split into two large groups
and rode east and west at a fast clip.

“Looks like you called their bluff, Mister
Mack!” one of the drovers riding within earshot of Gil yelled.

Gil nodded and then used his right hand to
signal for the drovers to keep the herd moving at the same
pace.

As the herd continued toward a large saddle
formed by two prominent hills, the flat prairie began to fold like
a giant tortilla lapping over the edges of a skillet, forming a
large shallow basin. The men were relaxed again and looking forward
to the cool refreshing water of the Cheyenne River which lay a few
miles beyond the saddle. Then suddenly a series of three deafening
explosions shook the ground showering the cattle and riders at the
front of the herd with dirt and debris. Panic rippled through the
herd as the lead cattle scattered in all directions and began
clambering over one another to escape the blasts. In a matter of
seconds the drive turned into a full blown stampede and it was
every man and beast for himself. Buttercup reared and then took off
galloping away from the herd with Gil hanging on for dear life. Gil
knew that trying to stop her would be futile, so he concentrated on
trying to steer her clear of danger until she came to her senses
and settled down.

The cattle continued running until they were
nearly exhausted and then almost at once the stampede ended with
cattle spread over a wide area and the main body of the herd about
four miles south of where they had been when the three explosions
occurred.

Gil dismounted and stroked Buttercup’s neck
gently as he talked to her in a reassuring voice. Then he led her
on foot for a short distance until she was no longer breathing
heavily. After remounting, Gil stood up in the stirrups and scanned
the area in all directions looking for other riders. He spotted a
rider about a quarter mile away and began waving. The man waved
back and then spurred his horse to close the distance.

“You okay, Jasper?” Gil shouted once he
recognized the rider as Jasper Keller.

“Yeah, I’m fine. My horse got gored, but it
don’t look too bad,” Jasper replied glancing down at the gash in
his horse’s shoulder.

“Have you seen any of the other men?”

“I saw Frank Gillespie and his horse get
tangled up with a steer right after the stampede started,” Jasper
said, shaking his head with a sad expression. “Looked like they
both went down.”

“Where was that?”

“Over yonder a ways,” Jasper replied,
pointing.

“Well, let’s head back up that way,” Gil
said in a worried tone, but with an angry look.

As Gil and Jasper were riding back to where
the stampede had originated, they were joined by four other
drovers. Carcasses of dead cattle littered the prairie and the men
encountered several more that were alive, but with broken legs or
other disabling injuries which required the men to put them
down.

“That makes fifty six by my count, Mister
Mack,” Cole Braxton said after putting a bullet in the head of
another suffering cow.

“I imagine the total number will be twice
that once we get to where those charges were set off,” Gil said
with an angry look. “I just hope we didn’t lose anyone besides
Frank Gillespie.”

“You aren’t going to let those bastards get
away with this are you, Mister Mack?” Jasper asked.

“Not hardly!” Gil replied in an angry
voice.

When the men reached the spot where the
stampede originated, they found thirty more dead or dying cattle as
well as Frank Gillespie and his horse.

“Hell of an ending to man’s life,” Jasper
said as he dismounted and removed his hat.

“Yeah, but I reckon there’s worse ways for a
cowpuncher to die,” Bill Coke said as he dismounted and joined
Buster by Frank’s body.

Gil and the other men remained mounted, but
removed their hats as they gazed at Frank’s body in silence.

“Should we bury him here, Mister Mack?”
Buster asked after wiping his moist eyes with his neckerchief.

“No, wrap Frank’s body in his slicker and
put it on one of your horses,” Gil said after letting out a long
sigh of sadness. “You and Bill can ride double. We’ll take Frank’s
body with us and bury him once we get the rest of the men
together.” Then looking at the other cowboys, he said, “The rest of
you fellas spread out and...Well, you know what to do.”

While Bill and Buster loaded Frank’s
pulverized body on Buster’s horse, the rest of the men checked on
the downed cattle and killed those that were still suffering. Once
the last shot was fired, the men started south hoping to find the
rest of the men and the herd. They had only traveled a short
distance when they came upon the remnants of the chuck wagon and
six dead mules that had been hopelessly tangled in their harnesses
when the chuck wagon was overturned by the stampeding cattle.

“Better spread out and see if we can find,
Cecil,” Gil said, fearing the worse for the outfit’s black cook who
had been driving the chuck wagon.

The men fanned out scouring the area for
Cecil’s body, but after several minutes passed with no sign of a
body, the men began to hope that Cecil had somehow escaped the
onslaught of panicked cattle and they turned their efforts to
gathering what was salvageable from the chuck wagon.

After tying the salvaged supplies to their
saddle horns the men mounted their horses and continued south in
hopes of finding the herd and other drovers. They were a sad
looking lot as they plodded along in silence, each man struggling
with his emotions and trying to make sense of the death of their
fellow cowboy. Although most of the men had only known each other
since the drive started in Cheyenne, cowboys are a special breed of
men who are used to hard times, hard luck, and live by their their
own code of ethics. And nothing brings men of their cut together
faster than being on a cattle drive.

When the men with Gil spotted the herd and
saw Cecil riding with the rest of the men, spirits soared and the
defeated cowboys sat up tall in their saddles. Gil gave no orders
to the men with him, because no orders were necessary. With the
exception of Buster Brown and Bill Coke, who were riding double
with Buster’s horse in tow, Gil and the rest of men put the spurs
to their horses and joined the others who were doing their best to
contain the herd and keep them settled.

“Glad you made it okay, Gil,” Ned said with
a big smile as Gil rode up next to him.

“Good to see you’re okay too, Ned,” Gil
said, smiling back.

“Who’d we lose?” Ned asked as he gazed
toward the body draped over Buster’s horse.

“Frank Gillespie.”

“I guess we’re lucky...all things
considered,” Ned said, nodding with a sad expression. “Could have
been a lot worse.”

“Not for Frank Gillespie!” Gil said in an
angry tone.

“No...I reckon not,” Ned said, bowing his
head slightly. Then after a silent pause he asked, “Well what now,
Gil?”

“First thing we better do is get these
cattle to water.”

“You’re not thinking of trying to get to the
Cheyenne River again, are you?”

“Not at this point,” Gil replied. “I think
it’s pretty obvious those men mean to keep us out of Thunder Basin
at all costs.”

“Yeah, I sure never expected those men to
use dynamite to stop us.”

“Neither did I,” Gil said.

“How many head you figure we lost?”

“I believe we counted eighty six including
the ones we had to put down, but I’m sure we missed some and
there’s no tellin’ how many run off,” Gil replied. “Anyway, let’s
get the ones we still got to water or we’ll lose another hundred
head.”

“So, back to the Lightening?”

“Afraid so, Ned,” Gil said with a disgusted
look.

The men kept the herd moving, rounding up
strays along the way until they reached the Lightening River. Then
once the cattle were settled and taking on water or grazing on the
grass along the banks, Gil had Jasper and Cole keep an eye on the
herd while the rest of the men set up camp in a grove of box elders
where Buster Brown and Bill Coke had already started digging a
grave to bury Frank Gillespie.

The last rays of daylight were surrendering
to darkness by the time the grave was dug and all of the men
gathered around it with their hats in hand.

“Any man that wants to say a few words, go
right on ahead,” Gil said once Frank’s body was lowered into the
earth.

“I don’t reckon any of us really knew the
man,” Buster said as he looked at each of the other men.

“I found this wooden plank down by the river
when me and some of the other boys were gathering wood,” Dustin
Rhodes said as he held up a piece of two inch by eighteen inch
planking. “I thought it would make a good marker. I already carved
Frank’s first name in it. I’ll add his last if somebody will tell
me how to spell it.”

“It’s G-i-l-l-e-s-p-i-e. With two l’s,” Gil
replied.

“Two l’s,” Dustin said, nodding. “Thank you,
Mister Mack. I’ll make sure I get it right.”

“Well, I’m like the rest of you fellas, I
just met Frank,” Jasper said. “So, I didn’t really know him. But,
he seemed like a decent fella. So I’d be glad to read a few words
from the good book over him.”

“That’d be fine,” Gil said, smiling at
Jasper.

The men bowed their heads and Jasper began
reading from his tattered and well used bible. When Jasper finished
reading, each of the men took a turn shoveling in a few scoops of
dirt until the grave was filled in.

“Come on fellas, that pot of beans aughta be
about done and I’ll put a pot of coffee on,” Cecil Potter, the cook
said.

The men put on their hats and drifted over
to the campfire where Cecil had put together a meal from the
supplies salvaged from the chuck wagon.

“How many men you wanna keep out on watch
tonight, Gil,” Ned asked as he sat down next to Gil with his plate
of beans and cup of coffee.

“I figure three aughta be enough to keep an
eye on ‘em,” Gil replied after taking a sip of coffee. “I don’t
think we have to worry about the cattle wandering off, but I
wouldn’t rule out the possibility of rustlers or renegade
Indians.

“Alright, I’ll take care of it,” Ned
replied. “You figure out our next move yet?”

“Matter of fact, I was just about to pull
out my map and see what our options are,” Gil replied as he put his
half empty plate aside and reached for his saddle bags.

“Toss some more wood on the fire, will you,
Bill? So, I can see my map better,” Gil said loudly to Bill Coke
who was poking at the fire with a stick.

Bill tossed several pieces of wood on the
fire as Gil unfolded his map and spread it out at his feet. Then
after studying the map for a moment, Gil said, “Looks like your
best option, is to follow the Lightning down river until just
before you get to Redbird. Then turn due north until you run into
the Beaver and follow it up to Newcastle and then continue on to
Moorcroft and direct to Recluse.”

“That sure is a lot of miles out of our way
just to avoid going through Thunder Basin!” Ned said with a
displeased expression.

“Close to fifty or sixty miles I reckon,”
Gil said with in an angry voice. “But, I don’t see a better
way.”

“No me neither,” Ned said.

“When you get close to Redbird, you could
send Cecil into town to pick up a new chuck wagon and supplies to
replace what we lost,” Gil suggested.

Ned nodded and then looking Gil in the eyes,
he said, “You keep using the word you...aren’t we in this
together?”

“Mind if I join you fellas?” Cole Braxton
asked as he walked over with a cup of coffee in his hands.

“Not at all,” Gil replied, somewhat thankful
for the interruption.

“Me and some of the other men were wondering
what you planned to do about Frank’s death,” Cole said in a
cautious voice.

“And I suppose they elected you as the
spokesman,” Gil said, grinning.

“Something like that,” Cole replied with a
slight grin of his own. “Anyway... the way we see it, those men
that stampeded the herd are responsible for killing Frank no
different than if they outright shot him. So with all due respect,
we figure something should be done about it.”

“You’re out of line,” Ned snapped.

“No... that’s alright, Ned. The men have a
right to say what’s on their mind. It’s not like we’re in the Army
here,” Gil said in an understanding tone. Then turning to Cole, he
asked, “Just what is it you think we aughta do about it?”

“Well sir, there were a lot of different
opinions on the matter and we couldn’t quite come to an agreement,”
Cole replied.

“I see,” Gil said with a blank look. “What’s
your opinion on the matter?”

“To be honest... I think those men that
stampeded the herd deserve the same thing that Frank got,” Cole
replied.

“You mean they deserve to die?”

“Yes sir,” Cole replied in a firm voice.

“What about the man or men that gave the
orders? That uhhh...Mister Norvell, the sergeant mentioned, and
what about the rest of the men on that cattleman’s association?”
Gil asked in a calm almost fatherly voice. “Should they all die,
too?”

“Well, you got me there, Mister Mack,” Cole
said with an unsure look.

“You want my opinion?” Gil asked after a
brief silence.

“You bet!” Cole said in an eager tone.

“I agree with you that something needs to be
done about Frank’s death. The problem is...what? The nearest law
out here is probably in Douglas. And if there is a lawman
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