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  RAILROAD WARS

  
  







The surveying rod slipped in Rip Campbell’s hands and he caught it before it tumbled down the mountainside. Behind him, Tom Bradley laughed from the ledge where he was anchoring the transit.

“You’re getting old, Rip.”

“I’m getting cold,” Rip said. “There’s a difference.”

It was February in the Colorado high country, the kind of cold that made your fingers forget their purpose. Snow covered the peaks above them and the passes below, but the Denver & Rio Grande Railroad didn’t wait for spring weather. Progress didn’t recognize seasons.

Rip planted the rod on the flat survey point and turned to look at Tom across the thirty yards of treacherous slope between them. Tom was checking the transit angles, squinting through the eyepiece with his tongue poking out slightly, a habit that made him look younger than his thirty-some years.

“What’s McMurtrie say about the grade?” Tom called.

“He says we build it or we don’t eat.” Rip was already noting the measurements in his leather journal, his pencil moving quickly despite the cold. “He’s got maps back at camp showing the Atchison people have three crews out on the Spanish Peaks route. Says they’re moving faster than we are.”

“The Atchison people,” Tom repeated. “That’s rich.”

It was what everyone called them now. Not the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe, but the Atchison people, as if they were a separate species altogether. The way Tom said it suggested they were something worse than that.

“McMurtrie brought in a man from back east,” Rip said. “Fellow named Robinson. A.A. Robinson. Worked for the Rio Grande before, but jumped to the Atchison last year. McMurtrie says Robinson’s the one pushing them hard on the mountain routes.”

“Robinson,” Tom said. “We supposed to remember that name?”

“Probably.”

They worked in silence for a while, taking sightings and measurements, marking the terrain that would eventually become a railroad grade if the Denver & Rio Grande had the money and the will to see it through. The company was young, hungry, already overextended according to the railroad men who gathered in the saloons and talked more than they should. General Palmer had visions of dominating Colorado’s mountain passes, but vision didn’t buy rails or pay workers.

The sun was sliding behind the western peaks when they packed up. The journey back to camp took two hours, mostly downhill but treacherous with snow and loose rock. They picked their way carefully, leading their horses through passages where a misstep meant a drop that would finish you before you hit the bottom.

The camp occupied a wide flat in a canyon, with canvas tents arranged in military precision. McMurtrie believed in order the way some men believed in God. The mess tent was in the center, the supply depot to the east, sleeping tents in lines, and the horses in a rope enclosure to the north where some local men watched them for wages.

McMurtrie himself stood near the fire with a map spread across a plank table. He was a compact man with a mustache that curled up at the ends and eyes that rarely blinked. When he looked at you, you got the feeling he was measuring you for a coffin.

“You get the benchmark?” he asked as Rip approached.

“Got it. Marked it on the stone like you said.”

“What about the grade?”

“Grade runs pretty steady between eleven and thirteen percent until you hit that break in the ridge. After that it improves some.”

McMurtrie nodded, not satisfied but not disappointed either. He bent over the map, running his finger along a line he’d already drawn. “The Atchison people came through here three weeks ago, according to the locals.”

“Through the canyon?” Tom asked.

“Through this exact canyon. Their surveyor—fellow named Morley—camped not far from here. Probably within ten miles, given the terrain.” McMurtrie looked up from the map. “I want you both riding west at first light tomorrow. Don’t stop for anything. The passes north of here are the key to everything. Whoever gets there first, whoever files the claim, that’s whose railroad goes through. Understand?”

Rip understood. He’d been working for the Rio Grande for two years, and he understood that the company was betting its future on controlling Colorado’s mountain passages. Without the passes, the rails would have to go around, adding hundreds of miles and making the whole enterprise pointless. With the passes, they could reach the mining camps. With the mining camps, they could move silver.

That night, the men sat around the fire eating beans and hard biscuits. Someone had brought whiskey from Denver and it passed around. The talk turned to money, as it always did. The Leadville silver boom was pulling men north like a magnet. There were fortunes being made there, fortunes the size of cities, and the railroad companies knew it. Whoever connected Denver to Leadville first owned Colorado.

“My cousin works for the Atchison now,” one of the surveyors said. He was a thin man named Colby with fingers stained from tobacco. “He says they’re planning something big. Says Robinson’s been given unlimited funding to beat us to the northern passes.”

“What does unlimited funding get you when you can’t move in the snow?” someone else asked.

“It gets you fast horses,” Colby said. “It gets you enough men so that even if half of them freeze, you’ve still got more than the other fellow.”

Rip listened without contributing. He was thinking about tomorrow, about riding west into country he’d never seen, looking for passes that might be there or might not be. He was thinking about the Atchison people and their unlimited funding. He was thinking about McMurtrie’s eyes and the way they measured you for a coffin.

Tom sat down beside him on a log.

“You think they’re really coming after the northern passes?” Tom asked quietly.

“I think,” Rip said, “that we’re about to find out.”

The fire crackled and threw sparks up into the darkness. Above them, the stars were cold and distant, burning through the Colorado night like they’d been burning for a thousand years and would burn for a thousand more. The railroad would change that, eventually. The railroad would bring lights to the mountains and tracks where there were now only trails. Progress would come, whether the mountains wanted it or not.

“We should get some sleep,” Tom said.

They rose and walked toward the sleeping tents. Behind them, the conversation continued around the fire—talk of money and passes and corporate wars coming to the Colorado high country. The men gathered there couldn’t know yet that the competition they were beginning to feel would become something much larger, something that would pull in politicians and gunfighters and railroad barons before it was done. They couldn’t know that the simple question of who got to build through which mountain pass would eventually cost more than money.

But they suspected it. In the way men suspect coming storms, they suspected it.
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The horses climbed the pass in the gray light before dawn. Rip and Tom rode single file, their breath visible in the cold air, the sound of hooves on frozen ground the only noise for miles. McMurtrie had given them directions to a man named Wooten who controlled Raton Pass—a man who collected tolls the way other men collected debts.

They reached the pass by midday. It was narrower than Rip expected, a gap between two ridges with barely room for a wagon, much less a railroad grade. But it was the only gap. North and south, the mountains rose like walls.

Wooten’s station sat at the highest point, a low structure of stone and wood with a corral attached. Smoke rose from a chimney. Rip counted three men visible near the corral, all armed, all watching the approach.

Tom reined in beside Rip. “You think we announce ourselves or just ride in?”

“We announce ourselves.”

They came on at a walk, keeping their hands visible. The men at the corral didn’t move. As Rip and Tom got closer, one of them—a tall man with a scarred face—stepped forward with his hand resting on his belt.

“You’re lost,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

“We’re looking for Mr. Wooten,” Rip said.

The scarred man turned and called toward the station. “Uncle Dick!”

A man emerged from the doorway, and Rip understood immediately why they called him Uncle Dick. He was ancient—not just old but weathered into something that barely resembled human skin. His face was a map of wrinkles, his beard hung to his chest in gray tangles, and he moved like a man who’d learned to conserve every motion because wasting energy meant dying.

“Well,” Uncle Dick said, his voice like gravel in a box. “What brings surveyors to my pass?”

He knew what they were before they’d said anything. Rip filed that away.

“We’re working for the Denver & Rio Grande,” Rip said. “Mapping the route through.”

Uncle Dick nodded as if this was exactly what he’d expected to hear. He pointed to the ground. “You’re standing on my property. I own this pass. The crown of the mountain down to the base. Everything you see belongs to me.”

“We know it,” Tom said.

“Do you now.” Uncle Dick walked toward them, each step careful. Up close, he smelled like tobacco and woodsmoke and something else Rip couldn’t place. His eyes were bright, though. Sharp. “Then you know you owe me for being here.”

“We’re surveyors,” Rip said. “Just looking at the terrain.”

“Looking costs the same as walking,” Uncle Dick said. “Everything costs. I’ve got a toll road here, been running it for years. Stage coaches, freight wagons, people like yourselves trying to move through my property. Everything pays.”

“How much?” Tom asked.

“Fifty cents per horse.”

Tom laughed. “That’s robbery.”

“Yes,” Uncle Dick agreed. “It is. But you’re on my property. You can pay fifty cents or you can turn around. Those are the choices God gave you and I’m not in a position to offer better.”

Rip pulled out his coin purse and extracted two coins. He handed them down to Uncle Dick, who took them and examined them in the pale light.

“Denver & Rio Grande,” Uncle Dick said, turning one of the coins over. “That’s General Palmer’s outfit. Ambitious man, Palmer. Wants to own the mountains.”

“Everyone wants to own something,” Rip said.

“True enough.” Uncle Dick pocketed the coins. “But wanting and owning are different matters. I’ve been up here thirty years, and I’ve seen ambitious men come and go. The mountains don’t care who owns them. They just sit here and break tools and freeze blood and collect payment from fools trying to conquer them.”

Tom dismounted and walked toward the station, following the scarred man who’d guided him inside without being asked. Rip stayed with Uncle Dick.

“The Atchison people,” Rip said. “They come through here?”

“That’s the other railroad,” Uncle Dick said. It wasn’t an answer but it was a confirmation.

“They come through recently?”

Uncle Dick studied him for a long moment. “They’ll be here tomorrow or the next day. Maybe the day after that. They move slow when they’re trying to be sneaky. They’ll send one man first, probably. A scout to see what we’ve got and how much it costs to use it.”

“They’ll pay your toll?”

“Of course they’ll pay,” Uncle Dick said. “Everybody pays. I’m not in business to turn away customers, and I don’t care which railroad company thinks they own the future. They all think they own it. That’s what makes them railroad companies.”

He started walking back toward the station. “Your friend’s getting whiskey inside. You can join him if you want. Or you can look at the pass all you want. I don’t care. Just understand—when your railroad comes through here, if it comes through here, I’ll still be standing on this mountain collecting my toll. Long after you and your surveyors are gone, long after the Denver & Rio Grande and the Atchison have fought themselves into ghosts, I’ll be here.”

He went inside and closed the door.

Rip stood looking at the pass, thinking about the man who owned it. There was something in Uncle Dick’s manner that suggested he might be right. He’d been here thirty years. He’d probably be here thirty more, collecting tolls from ambitious companies who thought the mountains were something you could own and control and turn into profit.

Tom emerged from the station carrying a cup of whiskey. He handed it to Rip.

“He’s a hell of a character,” Tom said. “Says the Atchison man came through five days ago. Offered to make some kind of deal with him.”

“What kind of deal?”

“Didn’t say. Just said the Atchison man was younger than you and hungrier than the rest of us.”

Rip looked back at the station. The sun was moving down, and the shadows in the pass were getting longer. Tomorrow or the next day, a man from the Atchison would ride up this mountain to look at this gap and figure out how to get a railroad through it. And Uncle Dick would take his toll.

“We should head back,” Rip said.

They rode down the mountain as the light faded, leaving the pass to its owner and his broken, independent logic. Neither of them spoke much on the ride. There was nothing to say. They’d found the pass and now they knew it existed and now they knew that someone else knew it too.




















