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Guns Across the Rio Grande


 


When Captain Barnabas Quinnell, late of the defeated Confederate army, decides to smuggle rifles into Mexico, it seems like a simple, straightforward and profitable enterprise. He hasn’t counted, though, on the Mexican officer who had been charged with putting an end to such gun-running. When Colonel Lopez and Captain Quinnell come face to face, only one of them will emerge alive from the bloody confrontation.
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Chapter 1


 


‘And they say that the Yankees will be here within a month. Is that true, Colonel?’


‘The Americans? Coming here to Mexico City? Why, Princess, you are better informed than our military intelligence! No, President Johnson has better things to do than come here meddling in our poor country’s affairs.’


The last waltz of the evening was drawing to a close and Colonel Lopez was sweeping Princess Marie de Polignac around the ballroom with great panache. They were speaking French, the accepted language of diplomacy and love, for which reason the colonel was exceedingly careful in what he said. The Emperor’s ears were everywhere and the city was full of French officers who would be only too glad to denounce Lopez for being politically unreliable. He had many enemies in the capital: men who were jealous of his influence and power.


It was the summer of 1865. Everywhere one went in Mexico the talk was the same: would the Americans invade again, as they had done less than twenty years earlier? When the French had installed their puppet Maximilian as Emperor of Mexico, barely eighteen months previously, the United States had still been at war with itself and in no fit state to object to a European monarch being foisted on a neighbouring country at gunpoint.


The War Between the States had now been over for four months though, and there were those in Washington who were looking south, wondering what might be done to topple the preposterous figure of the second Emperor of Mexico from his throne and to show Europe once for all that interference in the affairs of the North American continent would no longer be tolerated.


 


At about the same time as Colonel Lopez was flirting with a minor member of the Imperial House of France, indulging in verbal fencing that promised to end later that night in her boudoir, events were taking place some 700 miles to the north of Mexico City that would have a far greater impact on the colonel’s future than the hour or two he would soon be spending in the bed of a beautiful woman.


The shabby and insignificant settlement of Pike’s Landing lay on the south bank of the Pecos River. It was a debatable point whether the little hamlet was in the State of Texas or the New Mexico Territory. As a consequence of this uncertainty, neither Texas nor New Mexico showed any great enthusiasm for taking responsibility for Pike’s Landing and enforcing the law there. This made the town a perfect haunt for all manner of men who preferred to conduct their activities away from the watchful eyes of sheriffs and marshals. It was accordingly the ideal location for the kind of dubious scheming that was taking place in Pike’s Landing’s only saloon on the evening of Saturday, 5 August 1865.


Captain Barnabas Quinnell, late of the Confederate Army, had come to the town with three of his men to meet a trooper of the US Cavalry who was minded to sell information about the planned dispositions of his unit – in return, of course, for a monetary reward. Ostensibly at least, the sticking point lay in what sum would satisfy the fellow.


Scripture tells us that Judas Iscariot was content to betray Christ for a mere thirty pieces of silver, but Trooper Thomas Jackson seemed to think that his own treachery was of considerably greater import than that of Judas; that it deserved a good deal more than the price paid for the life of Our Lord and saviour. In short, he was holding out for one hundred silver dollars. Quinnell gave the impression of a man not inclined to part with more than half that amount as he reasoned the case out to the cavalryman:


‘We know those rifles are passing through some time soon. Tell you the truth, I’m not sure that we need give you a cent. The fifty dollars I’m offering – well, I’d call that downright handsome.’


Seeing any profit at all from his base actions beginning to slip away, Jackson became pugnacious.


‘You and your boys don’t want to get stingy, Captain. I know a thing or two. If nothin’ else, it’d be well worth your while to stop up my mouth with some cash money, less’n I start thinking’ ’bout telling some officer what I know.’


Nobody loves a traitor and Jackson was an especially unlovely example of the breed. Quinnell gazed long and hard at the mean-looking fellow for a space, until Trooper Jackson grew uncomfortable and averted his eyes.


 ‘Fair’s fair,’ he said in a whining voice. ‘I only want a good price for what I sell. Ain’t nothin’ wrong in that.’


Sweat glistened on the man’s face as he recalled that he had come here, twenty miles from base and wearing civilian clothing, in order to strike this bargain. If Quinnell and his men wished, they could probably cut his throat after he left here and nobody would be any the wiser. Maybe he would do well to take what was offered. A hundred dollars would be no use to him if he were dead.


Some of what was going through Jackson’s mind was plain to the man watching him. At last, when he was sure that the treacherous little skunk was thoroughly frightened, Quinnell spoke again.


 ‘Very well, a hundred it shall be. But for that we require every last detail of the journey that those weapons will be making. And God help you if you play us false!’


Thomas Jackson felt relief washing through him like a healing draught. The tension eased away and he knew that he had won his gamble.


‘The wagons will be heading north this coming Thursday,’ he said. ‘I don’t call to mind the precise hour that they’ll be leaving the base, most likely at about eight in the morning.’


‘That’s the spirit,’ said Quinnell encouragingly. ‘Will it just be rifles and ammunition? No Gatlings, I suppose?’


‘No sir, just four hundred Henry repeaters, along with two thousand rounds of ammunition.’


‘How many carts?’


‘Just the one. The rifles and ammunition weigh a ton and a half.’


‘What will the escort be?’


‘Only a half-dozen men. The commandant’s not looking for trouble. It’s only twenty miles from the base to the arsenal at Las Cruces. They’s treatin’ it like a Sunday-school picnic.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with those rifles?’


‘Not a bit of it. Just that with the war being over, they don’t need ’em all down here any more. They’re a-goin’ to hand them over to the militia in Colorado.’


Barnabas Quinnell rubbed his jaw meditatively. Everything seemed almost too good to be true.


‘And you’re certain sure that they’ll be taking the straight road, through the defile at San Angelo?’ he queried.


‘Sure,’ said Jackson. ‘It’s the only way to Las Cruces, ’less’n you want to take the mule track through the hills.’


‘Well, I reckon you’ve told us about all we need to know,’ said Quinnell, smiling appreciatively, ‘We are all obliged to you. I guess you’ll be wanting your payment now, if I’m not mistook?’


‘We settled on a hundred dollars, I think?’


‘So we did, Mr Jackson, so we did. Come outside and I’ll hand over the cash.’


Jackson looked uneasy at this suggestion, which provoked Captain Quinnell to mirth.


‘You think I carry a heap of cash on my person every day?’ he asked, laughing. . . . ‘Not so. I’ve got your reward in the saddle-bag of my horse. Out in the barn, just across the way from here.’


He got to his feet and the three men sitting with him at the table did likewise. Thomas Jackson too stood up and followed the four others as they left the saloon.


It was pitch dark outside, Pike’s Landing not having anything in the way of public lighting. Some illumination was to be had from the light spilling from windows, but it was not sufficient to make the streets of the little town easy to negotiate on moonless nights such as this.


Quinnell took the trooper’s arm in an amicable fashion, to guide him across to the barn. As they reached it one of the other men lit a storm lantern that was standing on the buckboard of a wagon. The feeble glow from this lamp barely touched the cavernous interior of the barn.


‘Well, Mr Jackson,’ said Quinnell, relinquishing the other man’s arm and extending his hand, ‘I suppose all that remains is to congratulate you on making a good deal for yourself.’


Instinctively the trooper took Quinnell’s hand and shook it.


Then things moved exceedingly fast. Quinnell gripped the proffered hand very hard and also clamped his left hand around Jackson’s wrist, holding him fast. As he did this another of his men grabbed the trooper’s left arm and held it tightly.


‘Hey, what’s the idea?’ Jackson said in a quavering voice. Then he realized precisely what the idea was. ‘Listen,’ he added, in a desperate attempt to talk his way out of the deadly trap into which he had fallen, ‘I’ll settle for the fifty dollars, if that’s what this is about. Hell, just let me free and you can forget about paying me a cent!’


‘No,’ said Captain Quinnell gently and almost regretfully, ‘it isn’t the money. We couldn’t let you go back to your base knowing what has been planned. Don’t trust you, you see, not to tell somebody. We never were going to give you any money at all; not fifty dollars or a hundred. We had it in mind all along to kill you, just as soon as we’d got the information out of you.’


Thomas Jackson’s heart was pounding thunderously with such force that he felt as though it might burst out of his chest. Then, just as he had reached that high pitch of terror from which he would never descend, Quinnell gave a slight nod. Another of the men came up softly behind Jackson and slipped a thin piece of rope around his neck. This was then jerked tight as the trooper was strangled. In the final extremity of his agony, the dying man fouled himself, causing those murdering him to make loud and callous comments about the stink.


When he was dead, the corpse was pushed into a corner of the barn and covered with an old tarp, to be disposed of later.


 


As the sun rose on the day following Thomas Jackson’s death Colonel Miguel Valentin de Lopez was pulling on his doeskin breeches and preparing to leave the Princess de Polignac’s bedroom. From the bed that he had so recently vacated the princess appealed to him,


‘Stay a little longer. Don’t tell me you are sated?’


‘For my own part I would be glad to linger,’ replied the colonel, ‘but I have an assignation which will not be denied.’


The woman laughed. ‘What, another assignation? What is her name?’


‘I am meeting His Majesty the Emperor in a little over an hour. It would be neither courteous nor wise to keep him waiting.’


‘That absurd little man! How it must irk you to serve under such a simpleton.’


Colonel Lopez was not to be drawn into criticising his commander; he merely observed:


‘He is not the worst man I have served.’


As he headed back to his quarters to wash and shave before his audience with Emperor Maximilian, Lopez reflected upon the strangeness of the fate that had ended with his being commanded by such a man as this.


Colonel Lopez was, at the age of forty, something of a legend in the Mexican army. He had conducted confidential and delicate business for four previous heads of state and all had found him to be the most useful man in their administrations. For the colonel got things done. He moved in ‘mysterious ways his wonders to perform’, as the hymn has it, achieving all manner of marvels and handling every assignment with unmatched discretion.


Being such a man as he was, it was no surprise that he already knew what the Emperor required of him. Indeed, he had guessed what his next task would be even before Maximilian himself had thought to send for him. Of course, something needed to be done about the flow of arms to the rebels in the north of the country: weapons that were being smuggled across the border from the United States. If the rifles could be prevented from crossing the Rio Grande from Texas, then the rebels would have only pitchforks and scythes to wield in their struggle with the army.


As it was, some units of the forces supporting former President Juarez were better equipped than his own men, with the latest repeating rifles; an intolerable situation that badly needed to be tackled. If, that was, the rebels were not to be successful in their efforts to drive out the French and install Benito Juarez as president once more.


The interview that Colonel Lopez had with his Emperor was brief and to the point.


‘I am told that you are a man who works miracles, Colonel. Is it so?’ Maximilian asked.


‘I have been fortunate enough to find my name connected with some praise in the past, Sire,’ Lopez replied modestly.


‘Yes, I apprehend that you were on the staff of that rascal Juarez. Before, that is, he was run out of the capital and into hiding. I believe they called him the “Dwarf Butcher”, because of his bloodthirsty way with captured enemies. Is it not so?’


‘I never heard that it was, Sire,’ said Colonel Lopez, ‘I only ever heard him referred to as “Excellency”.’


‘Well well, this is nothing to the purpose. Are you capable of cutting off the weapons to that deluded rabble who follow Juarez? Do so and I will promote you to General on your return.’


So it was that Colonel Miguel Valentin de Lopez embarked upon the most important mission of his career; one that would change his life for ever.


 


After Lee’s surrender at Appomattox Court House on 9 April 1865 there were those in the Confederate Army who refused to put down their weapons and accept that the war was over. Such men were variously known as ‘Diehards’ or ‘Holdfasts’. Units of the defeated army continued to harry the Federal forces for some months after the official surrender; generally by means of guerilla tactics.


Captain Barnabas Quinnell had been in command of a group of guerillas in the closing days of the war and he saw no reason to stop fighting just because some of the senior officers felt minded to treat with the enemy. Quinnell and his men entertained a burning and abiding hatred for the Yankees and carried on ambushing their patrols and raiding their camps well into the summer.


By late June it was plain enough, even to men like Quinnell, that the South was thoroughly and comprehensively defeated and that the Yankees were in iron control of their lands. None of the men fighting with Quinnell had anything in particular to draw them back to their homes. The army had been their life for over four years now and the idea of taking the ‘Ironclad Oath’ and settling down to grub a living from dirt farming was not an attractive one.


So it was that the band of guerillas found itself transmuted, in the easiest way imaginable, into a band of bushwhackers. They still hit the Yankees, but from early July onwards all their activities had a strong business end in view. They seized a railroad depot in Louisiana, robbed the train of some silver it was carrying and massacred a platoon of Federal soldiers who stumbled into the station at the wrong time.


There were other attacks until the army began to hunt in earnest for Quinnell and his men, forcing the bushwhackers to move west into Texas. It was there that they heard of an opportunity to settle down and become legitimate soldiers once again.


Emperor Maximilian was currently being supported not only by his own army, but also by the French troops who had put him on the throne on the first place. There were rumours, though, that Napoleon III was about to buckle to pressure from Washington and withdraw his forces, taking them home to France. Maximilian knew that his own army might not prove strong or loyal enough to defeat the uprising in the north of the country: a rebellion that centred around former President Benito Juarez. He needed extra men, men who would be loyal to him rather than to any patriotic notions about the Mexican nation.


In short, he was recruiting mercenaries who would destroy the rebels and reassert imperial authority in the north of Mexico. In return for the help of such men the Emperor was offering grants of land in a part of the country to be called ‘New Virginia’, as well as regular pay while they fought on his behalf.


Before they crossed the Rio Grande into Mexico and took up arms in the service of Emperor Maximilian, Quinnell’s band were planning to carry out one final exploit: a little matter of theft and gun-running that would bring in enough cash to tide them over until they were able to start drawing a soldier’s pay once more. The fact that this last piece of banditry was flatly opposed to the interests of the man who would soon be their patron, bothered them not in the slightest.


It was a modest enough enterprise that Captain Quinnell and his men planned to undertake before settling in Mexico and becoming soldiers of the Emperor. They proposed to ambush a cavalry unit that was transporting some rifles from their base to an arsenal in New Mexico. Having acquired the weapons, Quinnell’s men would sell them to the Mexican rebels, who were desperate for modern guns. Quinnell was not greedy; they would sell the rifles to Juarez’s men for five dollars each and throw in the ammunition for free. This would net them a total of a little under $2,000, which should keep them in liquor and women until they could draw regular pay in their usual occupation.


 


On his journey up to the border Lopez reaped the benefits of a scheme which he had himself set up in 1862. There was at that time not a single yard of railroad operating in the whole of Mexico. Ten years earlier Don Antonio Escandon had secured the franchise to build a railroad from Vera Cruz to Mexico City, but political upheavals had put paid to that scheme. In 1864, the project had been revived under a new company, the Imperial Mexican Railway Company, but there was still no track for a locomotive to run along.


Before Colonel Lopez took a hand in matters this had meant that travelling from one end of Mexico to the other was an arduous and time-consuming business. Even sending an order from the capital to some remote army garrison could take weeks. Not only was there no railroad, there were no telegraph lines either.


Lopez had suggested a system similar in many ways to the late American Pony Express, with fresh horses being kept ready for government messengers every twenty miles or so along the main highways running north and east from Mexico City. This meant that when Colonel Lopez and his faithful sergeant set out for the American border on the morning of 7 August, they knew that the journey would take five days instead of fourteen or fifteen.









Chapter 2


 


Collecting the rifles, passing them to the rebels and then getting paid for them would take Quinnell and his boys about a week in total. They planned to be heading to Mexico City to sign up and fight for Maximilian by the end of August.


The eleven men were sprawling at their ease on a hill overlooking the narrow defile through which the road ran to New Mexico. Nearby was the little white-painted mission station of San Angelo.


‘You think as that craven dog Jackson was giving a true bill when he said there’d only be six men in the escort?’


Quinnell considered the question carefully before answering. At length, he said:


‘I can’t say what reason he’d have for lying about it. I don’t think as he’d’ve misled us, on account of he knew we’d come looking for him if he sold us a pup. No, I’d say that if he said six, then six it’ll be.’


Lucid and plain expositions of this sort were what had persuaded the other ten men to continue accepting the captain as their leader after the war had ended. Barnabas Quinnell trusted nobody, regarding all men as born liars. He always started from this basic premise, and so none of his plans was dependent upon the good will of others, nor did they hinge upon trusting any persons other than his own men. It was a philosophy that had served him and the others well enough for the last four months.


‘How do we play it, Captain?’ asked Bob Wheeler, who had been a sergeant when they were all a bona fide military unit. ‘We don’t want to be hazarding our lives for two hundred dollars apiece.’


‘You got that right, Bob my boy,’ said Quinnell. ‘I hope and pray that we’ll all of us be able to cross the Rio Grande a week or so from now, and take up that emperor’s kind offer of land to settle on and a job of soldiering to go along of it.’


‘I’m a-wonderin’ where we’re going to be able to get clear with four hundred rifles and a ton of cartridges for the same,’ said another man. ‘Army’ll be out with a view to huntin’ down those guns, you can depend on it.’
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