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‘He’s reckless, irresponsible and can’t - or won’t - avoid
getting involved in fights no matter what duty he’s supposed to be
carrying out!’

That was the
sort of comment which the senior officer of the Texas Light Cavalry
might, with some justification, have made about the hot-headed
Lieutenant Red Blaze during the War between the States. However, it
was uttered by Colonel William Barrett Travis shortly before his
departure to take command of the garrison at the Alamo Mission in
San Antonio de Bexar early in 1836.

He was speaking
about a young officer to whom Major General Sam Houston intended to
entrust a dangerous mission. The officer in question was to become
famous as the iron-hard disciplinarian who commanded the
Confederate States Army of Arkansas and Northern Texas. His name
was Jackson Baines Hardin - the man who became known as the ‘lil
ole devil’ for fighting...
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For the two beautiful Barbaras
(French and Innes, in alphabetical order) of the White Lion Hotel, Melton
Mowbray, although this probably won’t induce them to serve me an
extra pint of lager-and-lime after closing time.












 


Young Ole Devil

This to explain briefly how the
events recorded in YOUNG OLE DEVIL were caused and came about

 


Early in February 1836 a
Mexican army was marching northwards, its numbers increasing as the
Militia of various States and other volunteer regiments were called
into service by Presidente Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna. Having consolidated his
position as absolute dictatorial ruler of all Mexico south of
the Rio
Bravo, i
el
Presidente was intending to crush the opposition to his control of
Texas.

Neither the Spanish
Constitution nor the various regimes which had supplanted it after
the formation of the Republic of Mexico in 1822 had ever made a
serious effort towards opening up, developing, or even utilizing to
any great extent, the vast area of land which they had named
‘Texas’ after the
Tejas Indians who had occupied a portion of it. Instead, it had
fallen upon foreigners to do so.

Having received a land grant on
the Brazos River in 1821, Stephen F. Austin had been encouraged to
form a swiftly growing Anglo-U.S. community. Other grants—such as
that acquired by the Hardin, Fog and Blaze clan on the Rio
Hondo—had been made by the Spanish and earlier Mexican regimes and
had allowed the Texians ii
to extend their
holdings. By 1830, there were close to fifteen thousand of them
living in the hitherto unoccupied and unproductive
territory.

Such immigrants had proved to
be beneficial to their adopted country. Hard working and industrious for the
most part, they had been willing to improve and develop the land
which they were occupying. Being capable fighting men, skilled in
the use of weapons, they had been able to stand up against the
hostile bands of Comanche, Wichita, Tonkawa and Kiowa Indians and,
unlike many of the Chicano iii
population, did not
expect, or require the protection of the Mexican army against such
foes. Furthermore, as they had increased the potential value of
their properties, they had formed a useful source of revenue of the
Mexican economy.

However, despite all of the
financial and other benefits which had accrued from the Anglo-U.S.
colonists, the authorities in Mexico City had grown less and
less enamored by the prospect of an ever-increasing foreign
population, even when it was occupying and making productive land
for which they had little use themselves. Diverse languages,
customs and, in some cases, religious beliefs had combined with
basic differences between the Texians’ and the Mexicans’
conceptions of democratic government to form constant sources of
friction.

The incessant political
upheavals, as one unstable regime after another gained power,
caused a growing sense of discontent among the Texians. Each
successive party to form a government had appeared to be worse than
its predecessors. Fully occupied with trying to remain in office,
none had given any consideration to the
immigrants’
request that Texas be established as a separate State—it was
regarded as a territory of the State of Coahuila—with
representation in the government. They had, nevertheless, continued
to levy taxes and duties against the Texians and had attempted to
deny entry to further immigrants. As the Texians who had already
become established, and not a few of the Chicanos had pointed out, such a prohibition
would ruin all hope of further expansion and
development.

While the majority of the
Texians had accepted Mexican citizenship in good faith, the refusal
to grant representation, and other treatment to which they had been
subjected by the various regimes caused them to revise their
attitudes. More and
more of them had come to agree with the faction, amongst which
Samuel Houston had been prominent, which had insisted that the only
secure future for themselves and their descendants lay in the
annexation of Texas by the United States of America.

On coming into power, Santa
Anna had quickly shown signs of being more ruthless, vindictive and
oppressive than any of his predecessors. Adopting the invariable
tactics of every dictator or despotic regime who seeks to impose
his, or its, will upon a population, he had decreed that the ownership of
firearms was illegal and had sent an order to his brother-in-law,
General Martin Perfecto de Cos, that all the Texians were to be
disarmed.

Santa Anna’s edict regarding firearms
proved to be the final straw which had broken the colonists’
patience. The Texians had realized that to surrender their weapons
would leave them defenseless against the hostile Indians and
criminal elements, none of whom would have given up
their
arms. What was
more, it would effectively prevent the immigrants from resisting
further impositions by el Presidente.

When the garrisons of the
Mexican army—showing an energy which had been noticeably absent when
called upon to deal with Indians or bandidos—attempted to carry out the disarmament,
the Texians had refused to obey. There had been rioting and open
conflict at Anahuac, Gonzales, Velasco and other places. Such had
been the fury of the Texians’ resistance that most of the Mexican
troops had been compelled to fall back and join General Cos at San
Antonio de Bexar. Faced with what amounted to an open rebellion by
men who still possessed the means to resist and were generally
superior to his own soldiers in the handling of weapons, Cos had
not been able to enforce el Presidente’s wishes. Nor, despite having been aware of
the gravity of the situation, had he attempted to have the
disarmament edict rescinded or tried to bring about a peaceful
settlement.

Realizing that there was no
hope of obtaining an. amicable and satisfactory relationship with
Santa Anna, the Texians had decided to sever all connections with
Mexico. They had set up a provisional government, with Henry Smith
and James W. Robinson as Governor and Lieutenant Governor
respectively and had sent a commission headed by Stephen F. Austin
to the United States to try to obtain arms and provisions. Samuel Houston had
been appointed major general and made responsible for organizing an
army to defend what would—at least until annexation by the United
States, which everybody was confident would be a foregone
conclusion, be an independent republic under the Lone Star flag.
Prominent and wealthy Texians, such as James Bowie, William Barrett
Travis, Edward Burleson, Benjamin Milam, the Fog brothers, Edward
and Marsden, James W. Fannin and Frank Johnson, had raised
regiments—few of which had a strength exceeding two hundred men—so as to be
ready to meet the attempts which all knew Santa Anna would make to
subdue their bid for independence.

The earlier stages of the
rebellion had been successful as far as the Texians were concerned.
Several minor skirmishes had gone in their favor, as had the only major
confrontation to have taken place. On December the nth, 1835, after
a battle which had lasted for six days, Cos and his force of eleven
hundred men had surrendered to Colonels Milam and Burleson at San
Antonio de Bexar. Although there had been objections from some of
the other senior officers in the Republic of Texas’s army, the
co-commanders had allowed all of their captives to return unharmed
to Mexico on Cos having given his parole that he and his men would
not participate in further military action against the Texians. If
the reports which had been brought in by the Texians’ scouts had
been correct, the protest of some officers had been justifiable.
Cos was accompanying his brother-in-law and clearly did not intend
to honor the conditions of his parole.

While the various successes had
boosted the morale of the Republic of Texas’s army, they had proved a mixed
blessing in that they presented an incorrect impression of the
struggle which still lay ahead. The victories, as Houston and most
of his senior officers appreciated, had been achieved against
poorly trained, badly equipped, and indifferently commanded
troops.

Due to Texas being so far from
the centre of their country’s affairs and offering few opportunities for
gaining distinction and promotion, career-conscious officers of
good quality had avoided serving there. Houston knew that such men
would now be coming and would command battle-tried battalions which
had fought in the various struggles between the factions who were
attempting to take over the reins of government. They would be a
much more dangerous proposition than anything so far faced by the
Texians. Not only that, the Mexicans would have a tremendous
advantage in numbers.

Being aware of the disparity of
the size of his own command and the army which Santa Anna would be
able to put into the field, Houston had been disinclined to meet
the Mexicans in open battle except upon his own terms and on ground
of his choosing. With that in mind, he had ordered all the
scattered regiments and people in the western sector to assemble at
San Antonio
de Bexar. Once they had done so, it was his intention to withdraw
into East Texas and make their stand where, if things should go
against them, they would have an avenue of escape by crossing the
border into the United States.

Although many of the Texians
who would be compelled to abandon their homes had seen the wisdom of
withdrawing, realizing that el Presidente would show them no mercy if he laid hands
on them, not all had done so. Four hundred men, under the command
of Colonel Fannin, had declared that they would not retreat and
intended to hold the town of Goliad.

There was, however, another and
more serious threat to the unity of what remained of
Houston’s
army. Eager for fame, acclaim and glory, Colonel Frank Johnson was
planning to invade Mexico along the Gulf Coast route and was
willing to go to any lengths to make his scheme succeed.


Chapter One – I’m Fighting for the Likes of
Them!

 


‘I
don’t doubt Sam Houston’s courage, or his integrity,’ Stanforth
Duke stated, after one of the men who had accompanied him to San
Antonio and was mingling with the other customers, acting as a
stranger, had asked for his views on the current situation. Since
entering the Little Sisters Cantina, he had spent much money buying drinks and had made
himself so popular that he felt sure that the crowd would be
willing to listen to him. Knowing that there would be some present
who held the Commanding General of the Republic of Texas’s army in
high esteem, he did not want to antagonize them by too blatant a
criticism of their hero. ‘But I do question his judgment when he
talks of burning homes and crops, iv then running away from the Mexicans.
Don’t get me wrong, though, I’ve no stake in this personally. I
live up north near Shelbyville. But if my home was down in this
part of the country, I’d be damned if I’d be willing to put a torch
to it, up stakes and run. Especially as we’ve licked the greasers
every time we’ve locked horns with ’em.’

‘It
ain’t right for you to be talking that ways, stranger,’ protested a
second member of Duke’s party, who was sitting at a table some
distance away from the first man. ‘You know the General figures
that’s the right thing to do.’

‘With
respect sir, I don’t agree that I shouldn’t be saying Sam Houston’s
wrong in how he wants to handle things,’ Duke answered. The
interruption had been made to anticipate any similar protest from
genuine supporters of the General. ‘The way I figure it, the
Republic of Texas’s a free country where a man’s entitled to speak
his mind about anything, or anybody, no matter how important they be. That’s one of the
reasons we’ve taken up arms against Santa Anna.’

Having delivered the comment,
the burly, well-dressed man paused so as to study the response to
it. Clearly nobody suspected that he and the lanky, buckskin-clad
protestor were working together. There was a brief, yet general
rumble of agreement. Satisfied that he had made his point and would
be allowed to continue without interruption, he swept his gaze
around the crowded barroom.

The customers who had assembled
at the Little Sisters Cantina shortly after noon on February 18, 1836, were a
cross-section of the male Texian population who had gathered at San
Antonio in answer to Houston’s summons. Some of them had on
homespun garments of the style common among the poorer communities
of the United States. There were others clad in buckskins, after
the fashion of the mountain men. Several wore clothing derived from
the working attire of the Mexican vaqueros which was in the process of evolving into
the traditional dress of the Texas cowhands. A few, such as Duke,
sported broadcloth or cheaper styles of town suits. Scattered among
them were a number of soldiers whose fatigue uniforms—black
leather, kepi-like forage caps which could be folded flat for packing;
waist-length dark blue tunics that had high, stiff stand-up collars
but lacked the pipe-clayed white cross belts; lighter blue trousers
decorated by stripes along the outer seams of the legs; black boots
with spurs on the heels—had been copied, with minor variations,
from the United States’ Regiment of Dragoons by Colonel William
Barrett Travis and supplied to the members of his
command.

Although only
Travis’s men
wore recognizable uniforms, Duke knew that there were
representatives of every regiment in the vicinity present. So he
had an audience which was ideally suited for his purposes. He had
come to San Antonio with the dual purpose of recruiting men for the
force with which Colonel Frank Johnson was planning to invade
Mexico, and to persuade those who remained to compel Houston to
make a stand instead of withdrawing. If the latter could be
achieved, the attention of the whole of the Mexican army would be
directed against Houston and it would greatly increase Johnson’s
chances of success. Neither Johnson nor Duke were over concerned
with the adverse effect such a stand might, probably would, have
upon the General’s outnumbered force.

‘What’d you-all reckon we should do, mister?’ asked a stocky
man in a cheap town suit, from another part of the room.

‘Attack the greasers before they can even cross the Rio
Grande,’ Duke replied, accepting the cue which had been fed by the
third of his associates. ‘That way, there’ll be no call for you to
leave the homes you’ve worked so hard to build. You’ll stop the
greasers before they can get near to them.’

‘By
cracky, that’s right!’ enthused the stocky man and there was
another mutter of fairly general approval.

Standing behind the bar,
William Cord listened to the conversation with considerable
misgivings as he guessed what it was leading up to. It was probably
the last opportunity that Cord would have to do business for some
time and he had benefited by the amount of money which Duke had
spent. For all that, he wished the burly man had stayed away from
his cantina. Being whole-heartedly in favor of Houston’s strategy, even
though following it would mean that he must abandon his hitherto
lucrative place of business, he did not approve of what he guessed
was a carefully organized attempt to change it.

However, after the clever way
in which Duke had established his right to freedom of expression,
Cord could not see any way of preventing him from airing his views.
For the cantina’s owner—a known supporter of Houston’s policies—to attempt
any kind of intervention would, he realized, evoke protests which
might erupt into open conflict between those who were in favor of
the General’s strategy and those who opposed it. Cord suspected
that the men who had supplied the various comments were in cahoots
with Duke. He had a good idea that there were at least two more of
the agitator’s companions in the room, although as yet they had not
spoken. Big, burly, unshaven, dressed in poor quality town suits
with grubby, collarless white shirts, they had a strong family
resemblance which suggested they might be brothers. Like the other
customers who were lining the bar almost elbow-to-elbow, they were
standing with their backs to Cord. However, instead of looking at
Duke, they were watching the crowd,

Turning his gaze in the
pair’s
direction, Cord noticed a man coming through the batwing doors. Approaching the
counter, the newcomer moved with a Gascon swagger which reminded
the owner of the arrogant, over-proud, French-Creole dandies he had
seen in New Orleans. Although he was not French, the man exuded a
similar cocky self-importance and—assurance. His clothing was clean
and he had a well-scrubbed look.

Bareheaded, with his wide-brimmed,
low-crowned black hat dangling by its fancy barbiquejo chinstrap on to his back, the
young man—he would be in his mid-twenties—was six foot in height
and had a straight-backed, whipcord lean frame which was set off to
its best advantage by his well-tailored garments. He had a
thinly-rolled silk bandana which was a glorious riot of brilliant,
if clashing, colors knotted about his throat so that its long ends
trailed over the breast of his open-necked fringed buckskin shirt.
His tight-fitting fawn riding breeches ended in the tops of highly
polished Hessian boots. The belt into which he had hooked his
thumbs carried a long-bladed, clip-pointed knife—of the type made
by James Black, the Arkansas master-cutler, which had already
become known as a ‘bowie’, in honor of the man who had designed the
original—in a decorative Indian sheath at the left side. There was
a slanting, two-inch broad leather loop attached to the right side
of the belt. Into this was thrust the barrel of a good quality
pistol so that the butt was pointing forward and would be available
to the grasp of either hand.

However, it was the
newcomer’s
face which attracted Cord’s main attention. The black hair was
taken back in a way which made the sides above his temples protrude
and look like short horns. That combined with the brows of his coal
black eyes that were shaped like inverted CV Y, an aquiline nose, a neatly trimmed moustache
and short chin beard gave his features an almost Satanic
expression.

Coming to a halt on
spread-apart feet, the newcomer studied the crowded front of the
bar. Then his eyes came to rest upon the two men whom Cord
suspected of being members of the agitator’s party. Becoming aware of the
scrutiny, the pair turned their eyes towards the man who was
looking at them.

‘Would
you gentlemen mind moving so that I can get through to the bar?’ the young dandy inquired, his
voice that of a well-educated Southron.

Seeing the pair stiffen as if
somebody had laid a quirt across their rumps, Cord could tell that
they did not care for the manner in which they were being addressed.
Politely worded enough the appeal had been, the speaker’s tone and
attitude were more suitable to the deliverance of a demand which he
believed he had every right to make. Everything about him suggested
that he felt he was dealing with unimportant social
inferiors.

A shrewd judge of character,
Cord concluded that the newcomer’s behavior was more liable to rouse the
two men’s wrath than to lead them into compliance with his
wishes.

‘Come
on now!’ the young dandy continued impatiently, raising his voice
and causing it to sound even more autocratically commanding. ‘Step
out of the way there and let me through!’

Such was not, Cord could have warned the
newcomer, the wisest way in which to speak to two obvious bullies
and roughnecks. They were certain to take exception to his
assumption of superiority and would be most unlikely to treat him
with the servile deference that he clearly considered he should
receive.

‘Can’t
rightly see no reason why we should,’ the slightly taller and older
of the pair stated, conscious of the glances being darted at them
by their immediate neighbors along the bar. ‘Can you, Brother
Basil?’

‘I
ain’t got no better eye-sight ‘n you-all, Brother Cyril,’ the
second man answered, scowling balefully at the dandy. ‘Which being
so, I’d say you should try it on some other place, fancy pants. We
ain’t a-fixing to move.’

The brothers had loud, harsh
voices which they made no attempt to modulate. So their words were
spreading beyond the person at whom they were being directed.
Several pairs of eyes swung away from Duke as he was starting to
explain how Johnson’s proposed invasion of Mexico would benefit the Republic
of Texas.

‘Now
look here, you two!’ the dandy said coldly, also raising his voice
to a level which was louder than necessary. ‘While the likes of you
have been propping up a bar, I’ve been out scouting against the
Mexicans. So move aside and let me through.’

Glancing around as he heard the
voices and noticed that he was losing the attention of his
audience, Duke located the cause of the disturbance. The discovery
caused him mingled annoyance and anxiety. He had spent a fair sum
of money, buying drinks to ingratiate himself with the crowd and
make them more receptive to his agitation, so he did not want
anything distract them. From what he could see and hear, there
might b a serious distraction developing. Of all the men in the
room, the arrogant young dandy could hardly have selected two more
dangerous than the Winglow brothers upon whom to try and impose his
imperious wishes.

Being aware of the delicate
nature of his assignment, Duke had tried to impress upon all his
escort the need to avoid trouble if possible. He had repeated his
reminder at Shelby’s Livery Barn where they had left their horses before
coming separately to the cantina. Clearly Cyril Winglow, who was always a
bad-tempered bully, had forgotten his instructions.

‘He’s
sure dressed fancy for a feller’s done all that there scouting,
ain’t he Brother Basil?’ Cyril asked, looking the young man over
from head to foot.

‘Don’t
let the way I look fool you, hombre,’ the dandy advised, his Mephistophelian features
growing even more sardonic and mocking as he returned the scrutiny.
‘I’ve done plenty of fighting in this war. So I don’t need to go
around hawg-filthy to try to make folks think I have.’

‘Hey
there, gentlemen!’ Duke called, seeing the anger which came to the
brothers’ faces as the barb went home. Hearing him, they looked in
his direction and he hoped that they would take a hint from his
intervention. ‘Let’s have no unpleasantness.’

‘There
won’t be any,’ the young dandy replied, but destroyed the relief
which Duke had started to feel by continuing, ‘Just so long as
these two yahoos stop hogging the bar and let me
through.’

‘Here,
sir,’ Duke put in hurriedly, speaking before either of the brothers
could do more than stare at the newcomer. Oozing an amiable
bonhomie which he was far from feeling, he stepped forward and
waved a hand to the gap he had left at the counter. ‘You can have
my place.’

‘Thank
you for the offer, sir,’ the dandy drawled, without moving or
taking his attention from the brothers. ‘But I want
them
to make way for me.
Damn it, I’m fighting for the likes of them!

‘Fighting for—!’ Cyril began, slamming his glass down so
that it shattered on the floor.

Hold it!’ Cord bellowed, snatching up
and cocking the bell-mouthed blunderbuss which he kept on a shelf
under the counter. ‘She’s loaded with rock-salt and I’ll use her
should I have to.’

‘Are
you siding with him?’ Cyril demanded, spitting the words over his
shoulder. However, having heard the menacing clicking as the
weapon’s hammer was drawn back, he stood still instead of leaping
at the newcomer.

‘I’m
not siding with anybody,’ Cord corrected. ‘Just protecting my
property is all. If you feller’s got things to settle, go outside
and do it.’

Although Cord had acted
instinctively in the first place, his training as the owner of
a cantina having taught him the advisability of trying to prevent
trouble on his premises, he had seen how he might turn the present
situation to good use. If the men went outside to fight, the
majority—if not all—of the other customers would follow to watch.
That would put a temporary stop to the agitator’s speech making and
allow Cord to send his son with a warning of what was happening to
General Houston’s headquarters.

‘Surely there’s no need for that, gentlemen,’ Duke protested
in a placatory manner, duplicating Cord’s thoughts on how the crowd
would react. He moved closer, looking at the brothers rather than
their challenger. ‘At a time like this, we can’t have fighting
amongst ourselves.’

‘I
shouldn’t reckon they’d want to do any fighting with anybody,’ the
dandy scoffed.

‘Easy,
Brother Cyril!’ Basil said urgently, having taken notice of their
leaders’ obvious disapproval. While just as much a bully as his
sibling, he was somewhat more intelligent. Being aware of how
vindictive Duke could behave when crossed, Basil had no wish to
antagonize him. There was, he decided, a way out which would avoid
any suggestion of them having backed down. ‘He’s got a knife ’n’
pistol and neither of us is armed.’

Realizing what the
younger Winglow had in mind, Duke nodded approvingly. Nobody could
blame the brothers for refusing to take on an armed man when
neither was carrying weapons. Nor was it likely that the arrogant
young dandy would be willing to consider fighting with this bare
hands against a heavier opponent.

It was a good try, but failed to produce the
desired result.

‘Shucks, I’d hate the gents here to think I’d need weapons
to deal with the likes of you,’ the young man remarked, sliding the
knife from its sheath with his left hand while the right pulled the
pistol clear of the loop. ‘If somebody will hold these for
me—’

‘Here,
mister,’ offered the burly sergeant of Travis’s regiment, who was
sitting at a table near to the dandy. He came to his feet and held
out his hands, ‘I’ll take them for you.’

‘Gracias,’ the young man drawled, relinquishing the weapons without
hesitation. Then he swung his sardonic gaze to Cyril and went on.
‘Now it’s entirely up to you, loud mouth. I’m ready, but you might not have the stomach for it.’

‘I’ll
show you whether I have, or—!’ Cyril roared furiously, ignoring
Duke’s prohibitive headshake and making as if to lunge at his
tormentor.

‘Not
in here, you won’t!’ Cord interrupted firmly, tapping the muzzle of
his blunderbuss on the counter to give emphasis to his words. ‘If
you’re set on fighting, go outside where my furniture won’t get
broken.’

‘That
suits me fine,’ the young man announced as, taking heed of the
owner’s words and action, Cyril restrained his impulse to attack.
‘I’ll be waiting out there, loud mouth. You do what you
want.’

With that, the dandy swung on his heel and
swaggered towards the door. He presented his back contemptuously to
the brothers and did not so much as glance over his shoulder as he
left the building.

‘Damn
it to hell, Major Duke!’ Cyril protested, turning to the agitator
and, in his desire to exculpate himself, ignoring the fact that
they were not supposed to know each other. ‘The son-of-a-bitch
ain’t giving me no choice.’

An almost uncontrollable rage
filled Duke as he watched Cyril removing his hat and coat, but the
incautious words had not caused it. Probably nobody else had
attached any significance to them. All around the room, men were
finishing their drinks and shoving back their chairs.
Duke’s anger
was rising as he saw that what he had feared was
happening.

‘Hey!’
whooped a soldier excitedly, as Cyril passed the garments to Basil
and set off across the room. ‘Come on. Let’s go see what
happens.’

Watching the mass movement to
go outside, Duke knew that he could neither do nor say anything to
prevent the disruption of his work. Stimulated by the drinks which
he had bought for them, the crowd clearly considered that watching
a fight would be more interesting and entertaining than listening to him.
Duke silently cursed the brothers for not having remembered why
they were in San Antonio and refusing to make room for the newcomer
at the bar. One glance at him ought to have warned them that their
response would make such a proud, arrogant young hothead determined
to enforce his demand.

‘By
cracky, mister,’ enthused a leathery, buckskin-clad old timer who
was standing at Duke’s side, breaking in on his train of thought.
‘That feller’s going to get taught a lesson. It don’t pay to rile
up young Cap’n Hardin that ways.’

‘Who?’
the agitator inquired, realizing that the other did not consider
the ‘lesson’ would be given by Cyril Winglow.

‘Cap’n
Jackson Baines Hardin of tie Texas Light Cavalry,’ the leathery man
elaborated. ‘He’s a lil ole devil in a fight.’


Chapter Two – Let’s See How You Stack Up
Against a Man

 


Standing in the centre of the street,
Jackson Baines Hardin watched the crowd streaming out of the Little
Sisters Cantina. They spread each way along the sidewalk, talking excitedly,
making bets and jostling each other for the best positions from
which to see what happened. If he was perturbed by what he had done
inside, his Mephistophelian features—which, in part, accounted for
his generally, used nickname ‘Ole Devil’ v —showed no evidence of it. Rather, if
his expression was anything to go by, he regarded the prospect of
fighting with a heavier man as an enjoyable relaxation from the
serious and dangerous business of scouting against the Mexican
army.

There was a hush as the Winglow
brothers emerged, with Basil carrying Cyril’s hat and jacket. While the young
man’s comments had been directed at both of them, they had realized
that the crowd would not allow them to make a combined attack upon
him. Nor, if it came to a point, did either believe that it would
be necessary to do so. Each of them was heavier than the slim dandy
and they had both acquired considerable ability at roughhouse
brawling.

‘Sorry
you ain’t going to get a chance to whip him, Brother Basil,’ Cyril
announced as he lumbered from the sidewalk.

‘That’s all right,’ Basil answered, halting at the edge
alongside the sergeant who had taken charge of Hardin’s property.
‘You go do it good, Brother Cyril.’

Even as the younger brother
gave his magnanimous blessing, Hardin showed a reluctance to wait
for Cyril to come to him. Instead, he darted forward. Doubting that
the young man intended to meet him toe-to-toe, Cyril lunged forward
and spread
open his arms. By doing so, he intended to circumvent the other’s
attempt to swerve by at the last moment. He discovered too late
that such had never been Hardin’s plan.

Gauging the distance which was
separating them, Hardin bounded into the air as he had been taught
by a master of savate—the French style of foot and fist fighting—in New Orleans.
Drawing up his knees towards his chest, he caused his body to tilt
backwards. Then, straightening his legs, he propelled the soles of
his Hessian boots into the centre of Cyril’s chest. All the air was
driven from the burly man’s lungs and he was flung backwards by the
powerful, unexpected attack. To the accompaniment of laughter and
startled comments from the onlookers, he collided with the left
side hitching rail. That alone prevented him from falling on to the
sidewalk.

Rebounding from the leaping
high kick, Hardin landed on his feet with an almost cat-like
agility. He clearly had every intention of following up his
advantage before his opponent could recover. Gliding forward, he
smashed his left fist into Cyril’s belly. As the man gasped and started to
fold at the waist, Hardin’s clenched right hand rose to meet the
bristle-covered chin. Lifted erect and
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