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Gunpowder Empire


 


Raw hatred ravaged the range land!


Luke Bragg – a man with a dark past – has come to claim the sheep ranch his uncle left him. Only once he arrives in Preston Gulch, Bragg soon finds himself in the middle of a range war with the valley’s two biggest cattle ranchers. This clash of interests, which Bragg tries to avoid, just escalates and he is the one the town thinks is the reason why. The cattlemen try to bolster their position by claiming that his sheep kill the grass by nibbling it too close and trampling the roots with their sharp hoofs. Then when the daughter of another rancher comes to town after the murder of her father, the truth about his death sends the valley into chaos and threatens the empires that they had established with gunpowder.
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October on the Sheep Range


By Arthur Chapman


 


There ain’t no leaves to turn to gold –


There ain’t a tree in sight –


In other ways the herder’s told


October’s come, all right.


 


Jest like ten thousand souls, all lost,


The wind howls – ain’t it nice! –


The water-hole is froze acrost


With crinkly-crackly ice.


 


The sheep bed down before the sun


Has hit the rim of hills;


The prairie wolves are on the run


To make their nightly kills.


 


But kyards are sayin’, ‘Solitaire’,


The bacon’s fryin’ prime;


The old sheep wagon’s free from care


In late October time.


 


From Cactus Center, 1921









The Old Sheep Wagon


By Arthur Chapman


 


I have heard men long for a palace, but I want no such abode,


For wealth is a source of trouble, and a jeweled crown is a load;


I’ll take my home in the open, with a mixture of sun and rain –


Just give me my old sheep wagon, on the boundless Wyoming plain.


 


With the calling sheep around me, and my collie’s head on my knees,


I float my cigarette smoke on the sage-scented prairie breeze;


And at night, when the band is bedded, I creep, like a tired child,


To my tarp, in the friendly wagon, alone on the sheep range wild.


 


Music and art I am missing? – but what great symphony


Can equal the harps of nature that are twanged by the plains-wind free?


And where is the master of color to match, though for years he tried,


The purples that veil yon mesa, at the hour of eventide?


I have had my fill of mankind, and my dog is my only friend,


So I’m waiting, here in the sagebrush, for the judgment


the Lord may send; They’ll find me dead in my wagon, out here on the hilltops brown,


But I reckon I’ll die as easy as I would in a bed in town!


 


From Out where the West Begins, 1917









Chapter 1


 


The wind had plummeted but the air was piercing enough to make Luke Bragg button his horsehide jacket at the throat as his horse plodded along the trail that skirted the spur. After his long trek along the long, prairie-flat preamble from the south east to where he was now, the land changed into two beautiful but distinct landscapes: the striated, fossil-rich sedimentary buttes of the Dakota badlands, and the nearby mountains so thick in evergreens that he had heard the native Lakota called them paha sapa – ‘hills that are black’.


Not that the cold of the high range unduly bothered the big man. He sat loosely in the saddle, as if he had come a long way and was ready to go further. His horse was fresh enough; he had bought it back at Slocum, just north of the Dakota state line after leaving the Broughton stage. The horse was iron-shod; though the grade was steep, it was free of loose stone, and the long-legged gelding kept up a slow but steady pace.


When he reached the rim top, Bragg reined in and swung the horse about. There he stood by the graves of eleven men that were killed a few summers prior to his arrival – by the Lakota he could only assume. There was a sort of bulletin board about midway at the foot of the graves, stating the circumstances of the frightful tragedy. In short it said they were a party of fourteen, twelve men and two women, wives of two of the men. They had been camped on Plum Creek, a short distance from where the graves were. They were all at breakfast except one man who had gone to the creek for water; he hid in the brush, or there would have been twelve graves and no one to tell the tale of the massacre. Bragg could only guess what had happened to the women; he chose not to think about it however.


So he stared back the way he had come. It was surprising how high he had climbed; he could see the Cataract Valley spread out below, the river glinting like steel in the distance. The pile of ancient rock that made up the foothills of the Black Hills blocked his view of the upper valley, but he knew there was a town back there: Preston Gulch, not many miles distant.


It was, he reminded himself with a grim smirk, as he swung his horse to face the frowning saw-teeth of the higher range, a cattleman’s town, and had been ever since the North Dakotas had been opened up.


The trail coiled around and down, and in a surprisingly short space of time Luke Bragg found himself descending into a shadow valley, like an oasis after the starkness of the hills above. A small river, which found its source in the higher range, passed right through the valley, to drop by a series of waterfalls and swift rushes to the Cataract below. The stream, fed by winter snows, had never failed to water the pastures of the valley.


Luke Bragg sent his horse forward at a quicker pace. The horse, seeming to sense his raised spirits, pricked its ears and needed little urging to move into an easy lope that brought it to the first gate. That gate was a surprise to Bragg, coming as it did like a mark of civilization in that solitary place. On either side of the stout gate ran a fence of meshed wire, and there was a line of barb on top. Again Bragg’s lips tightened in that mordant grin. He worked his horse around, stooped from the saddle, opened the gate to pass through, and then closed the gate behind him. As he followed the trail across the first pasture he heard a foreign sound and turned harshly. Here was the reason for the meshed wire.


Sheep by the score, moving in that endless quest for food that seems aimless, yet is full of deadly purpose. He reined in his horse and, hands resting on his saddle horn, watched the grey-white blobs of wool moving across the grass.


Sheep!


Bragg knew only a little about raising sheep, but he had experience with cows. Cattle and sheep were simply turned loose in the spring after their young were born and allowed to roam with little supervision and no fences. They were then rounded up in the fall, with the mature animals driven to market and the breeding stock brought close to the ranch headquarters for greater protection in the winter.


And Luke Bragg reminded himself for the first time that Preston Gulch was in the heart of the big range, the old beef range.


Cattlemen’s country! And from what he knew about cattlemen, they did not like sheep grazing on the open range.


 


He came upon his uncle’s ranch house after receiving a letter a few years back where his uncle explained why he had chosen to raise sheep in cattle territory. The letter said, ‘There seems to be no doubt that a vast quantity of mutton can be grown here, pound for pound, as cheap as beef; and, if so, then sheep-raising must be profitable as cattle-raising.’


He continued until he came upon the ranch without warning. The valley was lop-sided on a long slope and at the end of the floor was a towering stronghold of rock. The trail skirted it and there, round the other side, was the ranch house.


Bragg checked for a moment, staring at his inheritance, at the long, low ranch house with the barn close by and near it, horse corrals and the low fences of sheep enclosures. The place looked clean, well kept, but there was no sign of life, and from the galley chimney no smoke rose in the thin air.


He sent the horse forward again, stepped down near the horse corrals and tied his mount. He moved stiffly for a few paces, flexed his arms. The air seemed warmer in that pocket of land, the high rocks breaking the wind and holding the heat of the sun through the day. Bragg undid his jacket as he walked, and as the heavy garment fell back he dropped his hand to his gun and loosened it in its holster through sheer force of habit. When he was close to the door he called out, but no one shouted back a reply.


He climbed up to the door by way of the small stoop. He called out again without getting a reply. He put his hand to the latch; found the door opened easily enough. He thrust it back, walked in, sniffing. The air was musty, but there was a lingering smell of something – it might have been bacon cooked not long since. He wondered about his uncle’s hired hands, but guessed they must inhabit the shack set a hundred yards back from the barn, close to the rock wall.


He strode into one room, found it empty, went out back, and retraced his steps. It certainly seemed as if the place had been unlived in since his uncle’s death. But then again that was nearly three months back, he told himself, and went into the kitchen.


Again he noticed the smell of recent cooking on the air. He went to the stove. It had been put out, but the iron was warm.


He went out back once more, started to head round the side of the house towards the bunkhouse, changed his mind and headed back the other way, in the direction of the neglected patch of ground that might once have been a truck garden – raising their own crops to be consumed locally. Below it there was a chicken house.


He stopped short. There was a man right in front of him, his back to Bragg. The only remarkable thing about him, apart from the great shaggy sheepskin chaps wrapped round his legs, was the six gun he was holding. He was standing so still he might have been a cigar store Indian, Luke Bragg told himself. A grin quirking the corners of his mouth, he moved noiselessly behind the other man. Then he reached out, tapped the man on the shoulder and said, ‘Lookin’ for me, friend?’


The man in the sheepskin chaps went right on standing. He made no move to turn, and did not drop his gun. He went on staring past the angle of the house, and said in a muffled tone, ‘I heard you, but I was too late to spot you before you got into the house. You must have switched and come around the other way. Sneaky. You must be one of Bonnadeen’s men.’


‘I’m not,’ said Bragg. ‘Never heard of the man.’


‘That case, you must be from the sheriff’s office. You are wasting your time, mister. I ain’t going any place. You try to push me out and I will start blasting!’


‘Maybe I have come to the wrong place,’ Bragg supposed. ‘This hell-raising outfit can’t be the Black Hills.’


‘Where else would it be?’


‘Oscar Bragg’s place?’


‘The late Oscar Bragg,’ countered the old man in sheepskin chaps. ‘If you have come looking for him, feller, you are wasting your time – that is, unless you feel like clawing your way through six feet of hard clay to get to him!’


Luke Bragg stated, ‘I don’t believe in digging up dead men. And you had best drop that gun, friend.’


‘Just say the word, mister, and I will wheel around and cut loose on you,’ the old man replied sharply.


Bragg uttered, ‘You sure are one hellraiser. I don’t know who you were expecting, but I am glad I am not him. The name is Luke Bragg.’


The old man spun with an assurance.


‘Merle Bragg’s boy!’ the old man exclaimed.


‘Who else?’ grinned Bragg, looking into the old man’s face. His first impression was of a long tangled beard that should have been white, but like the wool on the sheep out there in the pastures it had a filthy rain-washed look about it. Above the beard the eyes were emerald green, set deep below a tangle of brows that jutted over the cliffs.


‘Merle Bragg’s boy!’ the old man burst out again.


‘That is right. And who might you be, old timer?’ Bragg inquired.


‘Eckelmann. Only most times I get “Tramp”. On account of what for most of my life I was a man without a home, I reckon.’ He reached down and scratched behind one of the woollen leg coverings with the point of his gun, then, as if remembering he still held it, dropped it hastily into its holster, and extended an empty hand. ‘I apologize for tryin’ to bushwhack you that way, Luke. I am a peaceable man, but I sure meant it when I said I would shoot my way rather than get throwed off this place!’


As he shook hands, Luke Bragg said, ‘I have heard tell of you. Before my old man died he told me about his brother Oscar switching from cattle to sheep, up here, and the trouble he had. Guess your reaction is warranted considering the trouble part.’


Tramp Eckelmann cracked up, his mouth opening to expose gums innocent of teeth. ‘I guess I was born to trouble, Luke, and I will die that way! But see here, I thought you was never showing up.’


‘You got the letter I wrote?’


‘Sure,’ nodded Tramp on the dot. ‘It was just after the boys quit.’


‘What boys?’


‘Why, your Uncle Oscar’s ranch hands. There was three others besides myself – I have been the top hand around here – when your uncle’s heart kind of gave out, and he keeled over, I held on. But the other boys, they reckoned they weren’t going to have their scalps burned off by six shooters, not for any golden dollars. So they up and quit.’


‘Leaving you and the sheep alone?’


‘Why not?’ Tramp shrugged indifferently. ‘I have been looking out for myself ever since I was knee high to a day old lamb! Besides, I got an interest in this place.’


‘How come?’ Bragg asked.


‘Your uncle deeded me a kind of share in some of the sheep he was running for wool. You will see it all writ down when you get the papers from those lawyer fellers.’


‘All I have seen so far,’ replied Bragg, ‘is a copy of my uncle’s will. There was mention there of assets covered in deed papers, lodged with a man named Sennett in Preston Gulch.’


‘That would be key-rect,’ nodded Tramp. ‘Sennett was your uncle’s attorney. He will take care of your inheritance. But, say, it is too durned cold to be jawing out here. Come on into the house, and I will get that stove going.’


He lumbered back indoors, unbuttoned his sheepskin jacket and strode over to the stove, where he busied himself right away.


‘Guess I had better start at the beginning, Luke. But say, where did you say you came here from? Your uncle always spoke of you and your father, but never really said where you two were.’


‘Originally from Ohio, after the war made our way to Texas, near San Antonio,’ replied Bragg, and started looking around for coffee-making utensils.


Tramp stooped over the stove and said, ‘By all accounts you never been up in this part of the country before?’


‘That is right. I did most of my drifting, as I said, in and around Texas. A hell of a long way from these parts.’


‘Well, what I was going to say was you maybe don’t know it, but up in this part of the world there has been a whole heap of trouble between sheepmen and the others.’


‘The others being cattlemen, I reckon.’


‘Who else?’ rumbled the old man, and paused in his talk to go out to the water cask. When he returned with fresh water he went on, ‘Up around the Cataract the feuding’s been worse than most places, on account of the sheepman got in these parts later than the cattlemen. They started up the other side of the Cataract Valley way out of Preston Gulch, and was running their flocks nice as you please, minding their own business, and not making any more trouble than a mouse in a haystack. Then the cattlemen started to get proddy over the use of wire and such. They moved in on the sheepmen. The cattlemen tried to strengthen their position by charging that sheep killed the grass by nibbling it too close and trampling the roots with their sharp hoofs. They pointed out that the odour which sheep left on the grass and in watering places was distasteful to horses and cattle. Of course, the sheepmen replied that, under good management, sheep and cattle could be grazed indefinitely on the same pastures, but cowmen were not convinced. The cattlemen then stated that the sheepmen were running their flocks too close to the high range, that side of the Cataract. The sheep men resisted – hot headed, hard headed, take your pick. Because they knew they didn’t have the law behind them, they got mean and – well, you know how it goes, Luke.’


‘I can guess,’ replied Luke Bragg, taking off his jacket and tossing it over the back of a chair. ‘There was a war.’


‘There was,’ Tramp acknowledged. ‘How’d you know?’


‘We had a similar conflict back in Texas a few years back,’ Bragg said. ‘In Brown County, Charles Hanna, who had brought the first sheep to that area just after the war, went out to his rock corral one morning and found that all three hundred of his flock had had their throats cut.’


‘Our trouble did not start out right in the open – not for a long time. But it got that way the sheepmen didn’t do a thing without looking sideways at the cattlemen first. You got to understand the cattlemen have got plenty of weight behind them around Preston Gulch.’


‘Was force used against the sheepmen?’


‘Boy howdy – indeed there was! Some was smoked out – and no questions asked. Others were scared most to death. One by one they got out,’ Tramp replied.


‘That was too bad; but how about my Uncle Oscar? He wasn’t a sheepman.’


‘Not until he seen that sheep was good business. All his life he had been a cattleman, same as your pa was, down there in Texas – where did you say that was called?’


‘Big Tree, Texas.’


‘Oh, yeah. Well, Oscar Bragg didn’t give a damn about the silly notions cattlemen got about sheep. He talked to a lot of the sheepherders and he knowed they was onto something good. He said to me once, “Tramp, my heart ain’t so good as it should be. Always helling around the high rocks chasing doggies, roundin’ up the heavy steers with a Norther blowing. I’m past it.” So he went right out there and brought up seven or eight hundred head of woollies dirt cheap, on account of them scared herders pullin’ out. Him and me, we moved them flocks clear across the Cataract and up into the Black Hills. We moved out in the open because Oscar Bragg feared no man, and reckoned he wasn’t answerable to nobody outside of the Almighty. He sold off his beeves and his bulls, he hung up his branding irons, and he went bald headed for sheep. And it has been that way ever since,’ Tramp retold.


‘And trouble followed, I take it?’ inquired Bragg.


‘You take it, and you got it,’ grinned Tramp Eckelmann, straightening at the stove. ‘First, Hank Bonnadeen came to see him. Hank was an old friend of your uncle’s, but he was chairman of the local Cattlemen’s Association as well. He told Oscar he was a fool to keep sheep, that there would be trouble from the cattlemen this side of the range, that he had best quit his fool notions and get back to cattle.’


‘And of course Oscar Bragg politely told him to go to hell, I bet?’ Bragg said.


Again Tramp grinned. ‘He wasn’t too polite, but he was peaceable that time, compared with what happened when a full deputation from them cattle kings came riding in. It was around this time of day, I remember. There was five of ’em, and they rode right up to the door out there and me, I was having coffee right here with your uncle.’ Tramp ran his blackened nails through his tangled beard and went on thoughtfully, ‘Never seen a man move so fast as your uncle done that time. He grabbed up his scattergun from the wall, rushed out onto the porch, and aimed that gun right at Ben Flynn. It so happened Ben was the quietest of the whole bunch. He had only come along on account of that he felt he had to, I reckon.’


‘Then what happened?’ urged Bragg.


‘Oscar Bragg yelled, “Ben Flynn, you take your friends and get the hell off my property! I give you to the count of ten. One, two, three . . .” He started to count just like that. Ben Flynn sat very quiet on his horse, saying not a word, though the scatter gun was aimed right at this head. Then one of the others, Rance Cash it was, from the Bar B, he up and yelled right back at your uncle, told him they was giving him one last chance to get rid of his flocks, or he would have plenty of trouble on his hands. So then your uncle again threatened to shoot and Flynn said something quiet to young Rance . . . they turned their horses around and rode out, like the devil hisself was after them.’


Bragg pointed out right then, ‘Coffee’s boiling.’


‘Oh, yeah!’ Tramp busied himself for a few moments then went on. ‘Oscar Bragg wasn’t a man to set down and wait for trouble to come to him. He talked things over with me that night, and first thing next morning, he harnessed up the rig, and drove right down to Preston Gulch. He went to the sheriff’s office, and laid a complaint against the Cattlemen’s Association – and remember he used to belong to that very same association himself!’


‘Yeah,’ said Bragg, ‘how did the law take it?’


‘Well, I will tell you this, Luke. We don’t just have a sheriff down in Preston Gulch, we got Mick Gardner.’ He paused impressively, but seeing no reaction on the tall young man’s face, he snapped, ‘Don’t you ever heard nothing down in Texas? Mick Gardner’s the man who cleaned out the Cannon Gang – they was around twenty or thirty hellraising cattle rustlers, owl hoots. They operated from the high range north of here, and they was so dug in nobody could reach ’em. The Cattlemen’s Association offered a reward of a thousand dollars for the arrest of John Cannon, dead or alive. Six men went in to get him, and six never came out again. Then along came Mick Gardner, who was born and raised not fifty miles from here, give or take. He fought in the Indian wars and – well, he had one hell of a reputation. He rode right up to the hideout, and six weeks after he rode out again, and he was leadin’ a horse and on it was a hogtied John Cannon hisself. He collected the thousand-dollar reward, and went back with a force of twenty or so men, backed by the cattlemen’s bunch. They smoked out most every last outlaw from that hideout, and I tell you, boy, it was a right good day for the Dakotas!’


‘Sound like he is quite the man,’ said Bragg mildly, ‘but how about my uncle and his troubles with the cattlemen?’


‘Well, I’m a tellin’ you about the kind of lawman we got. You see, after he cleaned out the Cannon bunch, and Preston Gulch being short of a lawman, he was elected to the office. I tell you there wasn’t nobody voted against him, neither!’


‘Good man, huh?’


‘They don’t come any better. What’s more, he liked your Uncle Oscar. So there wasn’t any doubt about your uncle getting’ the backin’ of the law in the feud,’ Tramp replied.


‘Now wait a bit. Mick Gardner didn’t do anything to help the sheep men, did he? I mean the ones who were evicted?’ Luke Bragg stated.


‘Most of ’em had gone before he took office,’ retorted Tramp. ‘I ain’t stretchin’ it about Gardner – seems like you don’t believe me! I’m telling you he ain’t jest the fastest man with a six shooter, he’s cold hearted, clear through!’


‘All right,’ said Bragg, ‘you have made your point. So Oscar got the law behind him. So then what did he do?’


‘Went right ahead and filed complaints, backed them with durned documents drawn up by Sennett, the lawyer, stormed into the Cattlemen’s Association, braced Hank Bonnadeen hisself, had it right out with him then and there. I tell you, Preston Gulch was hummin’ for a few days!’


Bragg was impressed. ‘Then what?’


‘Things kind of quietened down for a long spell. Hank Bonnadeen sided with your uncle, and Mick Gardner was ready to use his guns against anybody who harmed your uncle. The hotheads kept quiet,’ Tramp continued.


‘Who was the worst of ’em?’ Bragg asked.


‘The man I talked about before – Rance Cash.’


‘Of the Box B, I’m guessin’.’


‘Your guess would be key-rect,’ nodded Tramp, and blew on his hot coffee. ‘He inherited his old man’s spread a year or so back, and I tell you, boy, he’s a blacked-hearted hellraiser!’


‘I take it the trouble didn’t end there!’


‘You are durned tootin’ right it didn’t! But when Oscar was alive he kept ’em kinda down. Everybody respected him and they knew he meant what he said and would stick by it right through. Then a few things happened, little things, but they kind of needled us, you know?’


Bragg looked puzzled. ‘What kinds of things?’


‘Well, for instance we got a little river runs through our valley. We call it the Whip. This Whip makes all the difference between a good ranch and a bad one. We depend on it – but so do a few cattlemen on the eastern side of the range. Somebody dammed it up one time, flooded our good pasture, and drowned a few ewes. And they poisoned off a few more, and for weeks the whole bunch of us patrolled that river, and we were not carrying our guns for show, neither! Things like that happened – shots in the dark – sheep found with their throats cut, cattle run through our wire, flattening it.’ Tramp shrugged. ‘Well, that was goin’ on about the time your uncle up and died. Nothing big, but pinpricks that left sores.’


‘How about this man you were expecting today?’ Bragg asked.


‘Hank Bonnadeen, from the Cattlemen’s Association, served notice on me, as kind of caretaker for this spread, that I was to get out by the week’s end. I figured that you must have been sent by him to see that I did.’


‘Now my uncle’s dead and the spread’s changing hands, why do the cattlemen want to keep the feud going? Doesn’t make sense.’ Bragg began to pace a little.


‘Does when I tell you that one week before your uncle cashed in his chips Ben Flynn died.’


‘Flynn, one of the men who came here to talk my uncle out of raising sheep?’


‘Yeah. The one Oscar threatened, held a gun on. Old Ben Flynn was plenty respected around here. So when his body was found, out there on his western line, with half his head blown off, there was a terrible scandal. He had been cut down in cold blood, and everybody said as how your uncle Oscar Bragg done it. If Oscar had not up and died hisself I reckon there would have been a lynchin’.’




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A Black Horse Western

'MEEHGOLE





