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Trouble at Painted River


 


Outlaw Birch Hamilton was born Birch Kent, a bastard boy who was thrust into a life of crime at the age of sixteen. Now he was attempting to do the near impossible – break out of Yuma Territorial Prison.


Once out, his plans are two-fold: to return home to see his beloved mother and to be reunited with the woman he has loved since his youth. He also intends to settle a score with the meanest man he ever knew – his father. But with bounty hunters and the law on his trail, and his outlaw partner Molly Floyd at his side, Birch's plans prove far from straightforward.
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Where the shimmering sands of the desert beat


In waves to the foot-hills’ rugged line,


And cat-claw and cactus and brown mesquite


Elbow the cedar and mountain pine. . . .


 


Sharlot M. Hall, ‘Two Bits’, 1902


 


 


‘Fort Yuma is probably the hottest place on earth. The thermometer stays at one hundred and twenty in the shade there all the time – except when it varies and goes higher. It is a U.S. military post, and its occupants get so used to the terrific heat that they suffer without it. There is a tradition... that a very, very wicked soldier died there, once, and of course, went straight to the hottest corner of perdition, – and the next day he telegraphed back for his blankets. ‘


 


George Derby, quoted in Mark Twain, Roughing It, 1872


 


 


Land of extremes. Land of contrasts. Land of surprises. Land of contradictions. A land that is never to be fully understood but always to be loved by sons and daughters sprung from such a diversity of origins, animated by such a diversity of motives and ideals, that generations must pass before they can ever fully understand each other. That is Arizona.


 


Arizona: A State Guide, compiled by Workers of the Writers’ Program of the Work Projects Administration in the State of Arizona, 1940


 


 


Arizona is young and daring. She is not tied to precedent, to convention, to other states’ ways of doing things. . . . She is bent on making her own ways, and in her own way. Her mistakes will be her own, and her triumphs likewise.


 


George Wharton James, Arizona, the Wonderland, 1917


 


 


Few countries in the world present so marvelous a variety of scenic features as does Arizona . . . the youngest of the American States, and yet one of the oldest lands of the whole continent. . . . What a wonderland of wild cactus growth, of solitude, of mystery, of silence it is! Miles and miles of such weary, cactus-strewn, alkali solitude. . . .


 


George Wharton James, Arizona, the Wonderland, 1917









CHAPTER 1


 


Yuma, Arizona at an Ungodly Hour


 


On July 1, 1876, seven convicts were led up Prison Hill, and placed in their permanent quarters, which they’d helped build. Construction had not yet been completed, so work by the convicts continued. Constructed with smoothly-plastered walls painted with whitewash, enhanced the beauty of this center of learning. With the coming of electrical power, large blowers were installed to help circulate the hot air that hung within the main cell block. Yuma Territorial Prison was created.


Yuma was put on the map for Americans with the gold rush of 1849, when thousands of fortune hunters headed west, seeking the quickest way to reach California.


Most residents of Yuma had no such convenience – but they did have their freedom. With these ‘luxuries’, including the prison hospital, the Territorial Prison at Yuma was considered ‘state of the art’, one of the finest prisons in America.


Although townsfolk were wont to refer to the prison as ‘the hotel’ and sometimes complained that the inmates were pampered, life there was no picnic.


Many inmates learned to read and write at the prison, which held a good library. They also received regular medical care and ate a filling, if somewhat monotonous diet – heavy on bacon, beans and bread, but often supplemented with rice, fruit, potatoes and beef.


However, the prison was filled with bedbugs, cockroaches, black widows and the occasional scorpion, and life inside was difficult, as it would have been in any penitentiary at that time. When prisoners first arrived, they were questioned as to their nationality, education, occupation and religion. Their heads were shaved and their pictures taken. They bathed and were issued uniforms of alternate black-gray or black-yellow stripes that ran vertically or horizontally. When the prisoners entered the prison, they were allowed to have a cap, two pairs of underwear, two handkerchiefs, two towels, one extra pair of pants, two pairs of socks and one pair of shoes. Officials permitted prisoners to have a toothbrush, comb, photographs, a toothpick, books, tobacco and bedding.


And prisoners knew that if they acted up, guards would strip them to their underwear and chain them inside the dreaded ‘Dark Cell’, a five-foot-high iron cage set in the middle of a room that had been carved into solid rock. The ‘hole’ was where prisoners restricted to solitary confinement ended up. Usually one stay would correct even the most incorrigible prisoner’s attitude as he or she sat in the pitch-black hole, and was fed bread and water a couple of times a day.


Over the next few days, those wayward prisoners could contemplate their misdeeds with few distractions – there was no bed in the Dark Cell and no sanitation facilities. The only light filtered through a small ventilation tunnel in the ceiling.


 


The blue jacket was far too tight, for Yuma Territorial Prison inmate #1871 Birch Hamilton had the deepest chest in the prison. But he held his breath and got it buttoned before donning the guard’s billed cap. It was a large size and just fitted over the convict’s close-cropped red thatch of hair. The guard offered no protest as his black calf boots were removed; he was lying unconscious on the cold stone floor. The prison had more modern amenities than most homes in Yuma, like electricity, forced ventilation, sanitation, including two bathtubs and three showers and a library with two thousand or so books; the most in the Arizona Territory at the time. Yet, prisoners feared and loathed the territorial prison. They said it had insufferable heat . . . that made the place an inferno. It was surrounded in all directions by either rivers, quicksand or desert. It also had an inhuman ‘Snake Den’ and Ball and Chain as standard punishment. And they said it was impossible to endure, more impossible to escape – or so they thought.


Birch Hamilton did not think that was the case.


The only sound in the long passageway now was that of Birch’s breathing as he checked out the gun that had been smuggled to him that day inside a hollowed-out Bible – thank the Lord – by the ‘Prisoner’s Angel’, Miss Letha Blount, known only to Birch as Molly Floyd – his mistress of the owl hoot trail. A snug, little two-shot derringer, it was useless at a distance, but lethal at close range. It had proven good enough to force Guard Jones to release him from his cell, and now it would either get him all the way out, or into an early grave.


For nearly five years he had been in the territorial prison and that had been long enough, in fact, it had been too long for Birch Hamilton alias Kent.


It would be tonight or not ever.


The two blue-uniformed guards stationed in his section of the prison were smoking cigarettes and sipping coffee when trouble with a capital ‘T’ suddenly appeared on the opposite side of the barrel gate: Birch Hamilton with a gun. Just the sudden sight of the rugged prisoner, free of his cell and staring at them through the bars in the middle of the night would have been enough, but the added fact that he was presently armed was sufficient to make their hearts skip a beat.


No prison guard carried a gun. It was against orders. The warden did not want any of his homicidal convict ‘guests’ overpowering a guard and taking a gun. This was a good system – providing the inmates did not have any weapons of their own.


Prisoner Birch Hamilton had one now.


Birch’s voice was rough and deep, made harsh by endless, freezing nights spent in the snake den for breaches ranging from insolence to beating guards senseless with his huge, iron fists.


This was a wild one, maybe the wildest in the territorial prison, perhaps all of Arizona. And he was offering them a choice; unlock the door or die. Not much of one, but still a choice.


While hundreds of other unwitting inmates slept on, dreaming about the freedom that many would never live to see, Birch Hamilton reached out for his own.


‘There is two of you sons of bitches, and I have got two bullets in this gun. What is it goin’ to be?’ Hamilton posed.


The guards did not want to die, of course they didn’t, and they believed this man would not hesitate in killing them. The heavy key grated in the lock and Birch Hamilton stepped through into the stone-walled guardroom.


The muzzle of his derringer touched the smaller guard’s brow, and the well-oiled click of the hammer cocking was low and menacing. This guard’s nickname was ‘Blackjack’, a tag he had earned because of his over-enthusiastic use of the two-foot-long Billy club with which Yuma Territorial Prison guards maintained discipline. Birch had felt the weight of Blackjack’s club more often than he could remember. And right now, Blackjack sweated blood.


Birch Hamilton’s left fist suddenly blurred and buried itself in Blackjack’s belly, causing him to double over. The derringer rose and fell in a clubbing arc, driving the hunched-over man’s face into the floor.


The second guard, as big as a barn, threw a desperate punch. Birch went under it, twisted smoothly from the waist and slammed a left hook into his jaw. As the guard went cross-eyed, a knee whipped into his groin to bring him to his knees, where a kick to the jaw rolled him on to his back.


In the lamplight, Birch’s large shadow and figure loomed over the unconscious pair, his chest heaving, and his face alight. It felt so good he could not believe it. He had waited nearly five years for this – retribution or payback, call it what you want – it was worth it.


The sound of a door creaking open and closed somewhere below prompted him to cut short his moment of triumph. He still had a long way to go. Dropping to one knee, he snatched a heavy key ring from the first guard’s belt, rose in a smooth, oiled motion and descended the stone stairs to the next level, making no more sound than a flitting, prison shadow.


The solitary guard leaning drowsily against the heavy, rusty door on the next level, never knew what hit him. A short time later, prisoners Ethan Harlan, Isiah McBride and Winston Lang had been released from their cells as well and were following Birch’s stalwart figure along the row towards the guard tower.


Although Birch had tipped off the other members of his work gang that he was breaking out and taking them with him, they had never really believed it. Escape plans were a dime a dozen in tough Yuma Territorial Prison, but nobody ever made it. The last major attempt had left some five or six would-be escapees shot dead and the surviving seventh hanged for his trouble. Since then, escape from Yuma Territorial Prison had been confined to the world of fantasy and make-believe – until tonight.


Tonight was as real as the key ring in one of Birch’s big hands and the derringer in the other; as real as the string of unconscious guards in back of him, and now two more were added to that count, as the convicts took a careless pair of sentries by total surprise at the base of the guard tower.


The guard tower led into the south yard, which was fronted by darkened workshops on one side and the stables on the other. The prison cemetery lay to the west as well.


In charge of the stables was a notorious identity of Yuma Territorial Prison, Big Sam. By far the biggest man in the prison, this hulking lifer had, over the years, earned himself the same sort of freedom enjoyed by the guards, until he was now a convict in name only. No longer confined to a cell, he slept in a room in the stables, ate with the guards and was one of the warden’s special favorites – a Judas who spied on fellow inmates and supplied endless information about their plots and plans to his superiors.


The last time Birch Hamilton had tried to escape, long before Molly Floyd had come to town to lend him outside assistance, Big Sam was the one who had raised the alarm. Birch had drawn a record ninety days in the snake den for that. No inmate had ever survived even half that time in the awfully hot during the day and bitterly cold at night dungeon.


‘Get the horses,’ Birch whispered as the bunch entered the dimly lit stables. ‘There is something I have got to attend to presently.’ He handed Harlan the derringer. ‘I won’t be needing this.’


He found Big Sam snoring in his over-sized bunk, a grainy photograph of a naked woman tacked to the wall above his head.


Birch stood in the yellow lamplight, savoring the moment. The giant reminded him keenly of someone else he hated even more, and it gave him a twisted kind of thrill to imagine himself rousing that other man out of a deep sleep to face him.


Big Sam’s lips fluttered as he exhaled gustily. Fingers touched his face and he brushed at them with a hand the size of a dinner plate. The fingers touched him again, harder. His eyes fluttered open and when he saw the broad-shouldered, uniformed figure standing over him, he threw a half salute and made to rise.


Then recognition hit the prison inmate and potential escapee. He had heard of some of the previous escape attempts.


‘Hamilton?’ the massive inmate asked, a little shocked.


‘Howdy, Big Boy. I just stopped by to tell you I am escaping again and I thought you might like to spread the word to the whole country, like you did last time,’ Birch Hamilton said coldly.


A look of desperate cunning crossed the giant’s face when he realized Birch was not armed. He groaned, clasped his head in his arms and rocked to and fro as though ill, then suddenly exploded off the bunk in a savage assault.


Birch Hamilton was waiting impatiently.


He had never hit harder than in that moment as he put arm, shoulder and pivoting body behind a powerhouse right that exploded in the giant’s face, crushing his nose and snapping off teeth.


Instantly, Big Sam knew he was seriously hurt. His bloody mouth flew open to shout, but the edge of an iron hand chopped across his throat and almost broke his neck. Birch seized him by the shirtfront and dragged his ruined, terrified face close to his own.


‘It is dues-paying time, you yellow Judas dog. Yuma Territorial Prison has lost count of the men you have sent to the hole or the gallows, and in return, you have been given special privileges and given better jobs, softer quarters and even spending money . . . all from the warden. Well, Sam, it is time you got something from the other side. This is from your fellow inmates,’ Birch Hamilton said.


Big Sam tried to ward off the next blow, but it was not possible. Always powerful, tonight Birch was fueled by something extra; consuming hatred. Too long suppressed, it now poured forth like molten metal. He felt that had Big Sam been a solid stone wall, he could have punched his way right through him. He settled for the next best thing, his iron-hard blows breaking the giant of a man apart inside before sending him crashing to the floor like a bleeding side of beef.


‘I would finish you, scum,’ Birch panted, ‘only it will be back to the cells for you after tonight, and there is two hundred or more inmates waitin’ for you in there. . . .’


When he returned to the stalls, his companions had the horses ready and as they rode across the yard, Birch heard voices. He knew the tower guard was talking to an unexpected visitor who was trying to gain entry – the Prisoner’s Angel of hope and beauty.


The man was still leaning over the stone parapet, patiently explaining to the midnight caller why he was unable to admit anyone at this ungodly hour, when Birch’s fist clubbed him unconscious.


The alarm was raised when the machinery began to groan and clank and the rusted, iron gates swung wide. But by then, it was already too late. Four hard-ridden horses swept through to join the Prisoner’s Angel and the bunch was gone before the first rifle shot echoed across the desert.


Only Birch could have succeeded, the convicts were saying the next day. And surely only Birch Hamilton would have had the guts to double back and put the torch to the courthouse and the warden’s home before making good his escape.









CHAPTER 2


 


The Marshal and the Warden


 


The light-green bonnet was caught in the slipstream of the galloping horses and sucked high into the air before falling away from the riders.


‘Goodbye, Miss Letha!’ laughed Molly Floyd, tossing her gleaming, raven hair free. The severe figure-restricting black jacket, so familiar to all the lonesome prisoners she had visited over the past half year in Yuma Territorial Prison, was next to go. Underneath, she wore a low-cut blouse of bright- crimson silk. ‘Adios, Prisoner’s Angel and hello wild Molly!’


The horsemen at her side yelled in approval, and Isiah McBride beat his mount’s rump with his striped prison cap before tossing it away. Then he threw back his head and howled like a curly wolf, the eerie sound floating far and free on the chill, desert wind.


‘They said it could not be done and we have done it!’ Winston Lang bawled to a ghostly mesquite. ‘Hey, Birch, does this feel good or does it feel good?’


Birch could not answer right away, for sentiment was beginning to get to him. Up until now, hate, desperation and violence had been driving him on like a large locomotive charging down a straight stretch of track under full steam. But now, he was choked up with emotion, for even though he had spent the last months reassuring his friends, his woman, and, most importantly, himself, that they would succeed, he had never really completely believed it until this exact moment.


He raised both hands to the stars and managed to get out, ‘It is good, Winston boy,’ while far behind, the fire glowed and flickered into the night sky. Then he threw back his head and bellowed, ‘Yeeehahhh!’ and tears ran down the face of the man known as the toughest con in Yuma Territorial Prison.


The moon was setting as the escapees stormed over a two mile stretch of sand and mesquite to reach the long range of dunes that marked the start of the real desert. Light-brown, dark-brown, sandstone-brown – every shade of brown, the dunes of the Yuma Desert would be beautiful to any eye, but to these desperate men, they were as lovely as the gates of heaven.
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