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FOREWORD:

One evening in December 1889, a ranch-hand called Harry Pierce was stuck in a cabin with seven other men. To pass the time, each decided to tell a yarn or story to help pass the time and entertain his companions. These are the stories, and events, reconstructed from the diary of Harry Pierce.

With special thanks to Laurence Pierce for the kind loan of his great-grandfather’s diaries, without which, this book could not have been written.

Harry Pierce wrote that he believed some of the stories were true, and others ‘tall’. At the end, I have revealed which ones Harry thought were actual and which fictitious... you might like to compare notes with him!   

ED GARRON, Mohawk, AZ.
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It was one heck of a time to be stuck in there. Two days before Christmas, on 23 December 1889, eight men found ourselves marooned in a one-roomed cabin on a slope called Long Fold Hill, caught in a sudden storm, the nearest point of civilization being the boss’s house, Stottfold’s Ranch, five miles away. There was Tom Burns, Jimmy ‘No-Thumb’ Jones, Uncle Dan Mooney, Bob Crabbe, Curly Cooper, Will Riordan with his busted leg, and the Irishman, Harry Pierce. The odd-man-out, so to speak, was a genial fellow called Doc McFadden. He was a nice old gent, already in his seventies but fit as a flea; and, in matters medical, if his reputation was anything to go by, second to none.

Outside, the freezing rain lashed the backs of the mounts in the corral, but there was nothing to be done for them that night. Their riders knew they’d be all right; they were tough old mustang stock. Tom Burns tied the doctor’s more genteel mare round the back of the cabin in the lee, as  she had a pitiful look in her eye, as if to say ‘Hey, boys, which way to the barn?’ 

So there they were, eight men, all bar one huddled round one small, smoky stove, trying to get warm before they turned in. Their resting place would be the hard floor of course, except for Will, who was lying on the only bed, moaning. It was on his account they hadn’t ridden back to the bunkhouse. He fell and landed on a boulder, breaking his leg so badly his pals had to get him help. It was a bad bust, horrible to look at, with his blood filling his boot, so they got him into the shack up on the heights. Tom Burns rode hell for leather to Lomas Springs and brought Doc McFadden back, just before the storm came down on them.

The range thereabouts is at high altitude, so cold mountain storms are a regular thing in winter. Therefore, they accepted their lot with resignation. The doctor did what he could for Will, then looked out at the steel-gray sky, with lightning, howling wind, and icy lumps of rain coming at them. 

“Uh-oh, boys,” said Doc McFadden, sitting himself down on the floor amongst the others, “Well there’s none of us getting home alive in this sort of a squall; so budge up there, give me some of that coffee and chuck another stick on that fire. It’s a cowboy’s life for me tonight. What’s for dinner, boys?”

And he laughed quietly to himself, till he tasted the coffee and saw the bits of soda-biscuits coming out of the other men’s pockets.

As for the old cow-pokes, they were glad to have his company, and over a swig or two of Uncle Dan’s ask-no-questions Medicine Chest Liquor, while they shared out scraps of cold salt-beef and biscuits, he came up with a suggestion to pass the time.

“Hear that wind?” began the doctor, “It sounds like a pack of wolves, the way it howls; and the rain means to keep on coming.”

“Yep, comin’ an’ stayin’ too,” answered Uncle Dan, nodding gravely at the stove. “Or mebbe there’ll be snow tonight; it’s the altitude.” 

“Say,” said the Doc, “Any of you got a bit of candle or some oil for the lamp?”

The company merely laughed by way of reply.

“Huh,” he said, “Thought not. Hey, Harry, leave that stove door open for a bit, let out a bit of light for us. It’ll be dark in a few minutes.”

“Not a nice night to go riding,” said Curly Cooper; “in fact, I think I’d rather be here. It’d take a bit to get me out right now. As you say, doctor, the wind does sound like wolves; and there are still a few real ones in these hills too.”

“No doubt whatever, young feller,” remarked Doc McFadden. 

“They’re out for fresh grub on a night like this, dead sure,” said Uncle Dan.

The doctor bit the end off a fresh cigar.

“Any o’ you boys got a story to tell to pass the time?” he said.

“Sure we do, Doc,” replied Cooper, proffering a match, “Or at least I do. Some of us are used to sharing a yarn or two by the camp-fire out on the range.” 

“I just bet you are,” said the Doc, puffing on his cigar; “Go right ahead then, son, an’ I’ve another for you after that – if you like.”

And with that, Curly Cooper went ahead to the following effect:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CURLY’S TALE: RATTLESNAKE CREEK
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‘I was working on another spread a few years back, and met a lively pair called Coburn and Last. They were pards of long standing, and they told me about a few of their doings around the territory. Then they moved away, and I thought never to see them boys again. But then I met them by chance in a bar in Tucson, and the last story they gave me was the best by far. I reckon you’d be as entertained as I was, to hear how that pair came to give up pokin’ cows for good. Leastways, I hope so.’

Nobody moved a muscle or spoke up, so he continued:

‘Well, Morty Coburn and his pard Moses Last, commonly called ‘Mo Lasses’ on account for his fondness for that sweet stuff – when he could get it – had pulled through some pretty lively times together and nearly lost their lives so many times that the biggest wonder of all was how eagerly they looked out for new scrapes to get themselves into. 

Some of these were within the Winged Circle Ranch, Arizona, up in Apache County, their winter home, where I first met them. But a near-disaster came to pass through Morty’s unquenchable craving for roaming new parts of the far-western country, seeking new sights, new challenges – being a little over-curious to Mo Lasses’ way of thinking. And, if you asked him, ‘Mo Lasses’ might say his pard was most-times a little too trusting of strangers he knew absolutely nothing about. But nevertheless, Moses would follow his friend to the ends of the earth if need be, to keep the fellow safe from bandits, gamblers, gunfighters, tin-horn swindlers, hostile Indians or whatever the country threw at them.

One thing leading to another, they found themselves planning a hot, dusty ride to Rattlesnake Creek, which may be found in the Mojave Desert, part of that awful region of horror that fills a part of where no man goes if he can help it. How they came to decide on a destination like that is a story in itself.  There was a certain Hualapai Indian, desert-bred, called Johnny Wolf-Eyes, of which name be was very proud. No doubt he was addressed by a different name amongst his own tribe, but away from it he reveled in his rather impressive English handle. 

But how did he get it? Nobody knows. Certainly he could see in the dark; and his eyes had a wildish, wolf-like appearance when he was riled. But mostly he was quiet and placid, slow to anger, and his name was simply a name, and not too accurate a description of the tall, long-haired fellow. He was oldish, at least in comparison to Mo and Morty, but very wiry, and his trade was the making of all kinds of strange cures from the fat of rattlesnakes. Not only Indians, but prospectors, settlers, and hobos, even townsfolk believed in the magic of rattlers’ oil, rare, difficult to get too, as can be understood, considering what it came from. Johnny boiled up those snakes in a lidded pot, and by the collection of their oil and depositing it into little bottles, jars or whatever utensils he could buy or find, he made a comfortable living.  

Now, Morty Coburn, who had a habit of helping out fellow-travelers in a fix, had mended Johnny of a broken ankle bone and helped him through a time in the desert when he must have died of thirst, or starved. Morty thought nothing of it. It was all in a day’s work with him. Mo Lasses backed him up, of course, and their good deed was something never to be forgotten to Johnny Wolf-Eyes, for Indians do not forget either good or bad turns and will always find a way to repay a debt. So, once sound again, he offered to take Morty and Mo Lasses to a certain stream among the terrible mesas within the shimmering glare of the desert. Here, Johnny explained, was gold for the getting. He could show a secret gully where water, rare and precious in that desert as you can imagine, trickled down from the rocks into a stream in which he had seen coarse gold dust. On the fringes of the waterway were whole seams of ore, and fragments of nuggets. Very little work would fetch out untold dollars worth of the precious metal. 

“What d’yer think, Mo?” asked Morty, his brown face all one smile, “Is that enough of a gold-yarn to send two honest fellows on a little trip into the Mojave, the hottest, meanest driest bit of sand on God’s good Earth?   

“Sure, Mort,” said Mo, considering the Indian with a concentrated shrewdness, “I’d trust Johnny Wolf-Eyes here with my life. I reck’n if he says there’s easy gold we got to go. Just so long’s he comes with us, we’ll be all right, I reckon.”

“That’s good enough for me,” returned Morty, “We’ll get the stores we need and go.”

Having little in the way of self-preservation skills, Morty valued his pard’s opinion. Morty Coburn, sometimes called ‘The Longfellow’ in virtue of his six foot two inches of height, was about thirty in those days, while Mo was only twenty-five or so. But Mo had the brains and horse sense, and the rare power of seeing through characters; he was so seldom wrong indeed that his pal depended on his vision. Moses knew when a man was safe. He knew most things, it seemed to Morty. The man had been brought up in an untamed desert town where good judgement kept a man alive. All his life Moses had worked amongst tough hombres who tested your wits and tried your patience with their hard-to-read faces and fiery tempers, many of them having the love of a good fight wrapped up in a slow, lazy-looking manner. Some of his fellow range-hands were fugitives too, men who’d escaped the law in other regions and taken up employment way out west. 

Well, I don’t need to explain here, how in the wilder parts of the country, where outlaws are commonplace, it sometimes takes a bit of experience to weigh a fellow up. Furthermore, Morty Coburn was from Kansas, which made him in Moses’ eyes practically an easterner, a ruddy-faced farmer’s son way out of his stamping ground in untamed Arizona. Thus, it fell to Mo Lasses to keep a wary eye open for any danger coming their way from unexpected quarters.

Yet somehow, though Mo was more worldly-wise, and handier with a gun, as usually happens when friends combine, it was the older fellow who made most of the big decisions. So now that Mort had set his mind on doing a little prospecting, whatever the consequences, Mo consented to the venture – though deep within he had his misgivings; for seeking gold was one enterprise that was sure to draw in more than a little trouble.

As soon as Johnny Wolf-Eyes was fully fit, the party, following his lead, made tracks across the deadly desert. They rode three fuzz-tails, ponies broken in from mustang stock, which were well-used to arduous conditions. Also, they took a burro for the pack, desert-bred and like most of its type, gifted with the sense of smelling water at a distance. Not that they necessarily needed the beast for finding water. Johnny knew where all the springs occurred. These were few, up to thirty miles apart and, of course, found in the low gulches under the mesas, not in the dazzling alkali plain where nothing broke the white monotony but the grotesque shapes of cactus. 

After three days they came across the line of hills they had been making for, canteens nearly empty, and eyes red with the glare of the pitiless sun. They had seen nothing but the cactus and a few creosote bushes, one or two tarantulas, and every now and then a sidewinder, the small snake that looks like a bit of dead wood and has a bite which gives you a terrible death in the shortest time of all snake bites. 

Johnny pointed out these snakes with a warning; Morty and Jim disliked them particularly. The line of heights, bare and seemingly unbroken, presently showed an entrance. Big red rocks proved to conceal the opening into a canyon, and having followed a mule track under one cliff, the travelers came into a gulch a little less horrible than its neighbors, for here was scrubby grass, shade, and in places greenness, a clear proof of the Indian’s truth in promising water. 

To cut a long story short, a spring was there, flowing into a stream about a foot across, though this disappeared into the earth some hundred yards from its source. Morty soon christened it ‘Rattlesnake Creek’, though as Mo Lasses pointed out, it was more a trickle than a creek. 

Trickle or not, it
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