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The Arrowhead Bar and Grill  

The Arrowhead was an old time country bar in the smack dab middle of central Arizona and some of the roughest cow country. On any Saturday night you would find it full of cowboys and miners. The cowboys' spurs dragging across the hard-wood floors while they danced with the local dollies, to music from an old jukebox, the records hadn't been changed in twenty years. They liked it that way. If you were hungry, you could get a steak and fixings at just about any time before closing time. 

The Bradshaw Mountains loomed up on the north side while on the south the lower desert country rolled away to the Hassyampa Plains. The Pea Vine Railroad ran across the road snaking its way up Martinez Creek to the town of Hillside and Prescott. Cattle grazed on hillsides so steep their legs on one side were shorter than the other. Lions, bears and any wildlife you could imagine lived there.

On this Saturday night in the front door of the Arrowhead came Arch Hawkins. A dark cowboy with coal black hair. His greasy black hat pulled low over his eyes. A rider of medium height, long-waisted with legs encased in worn blue denim Levis. His spurs were strapped to a pair of brush scared Olathe boots. The bar was crowded as he strode to his usual booth in the back of the room. As he passed the end of the bar, a puncher with prematurely gray hair that was sticking out from under his hat raised his beer in a silent salute. 

Arch waved a single finger in response to the shabby cowpuncher. No sooner had he slid into his seat than a heavy-hipped waitress put a bottle of Coors in front of him. A smile crossed his face as he looked up from under the black hat at the angelic face of the waitress.

“Same tonight, Arch?” She asked.

“YEP, but easy on the beans.” He smiled back. Taking a long pull from the Coors, he bowed his head over the bottle, letting the cold liquid slip down his throat. He tipped his head back for another a pull, he became aware of a presence in front of him. Looking up, he saw a petite figure, in a tight knee-length skirt, over an hour-glass figure. Blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders. One hand rested on a hip. Her blue eyes flashed, a smile crossed her full lips as she asked,” Mr. Hawkins?”

He nodded; he took the bottle from his lips. “What can I do for you?”

“I understand you have a ranch up at the headwaters of Date Creek, I'd like to go there and do a survey of the wild life, for the National Wildlife Federation.” The words rushed out as if she was afraid he would interrupt, before she finished.

Arch slowly took another drink and sat back as the waitress slid a plate with a steaming steak in front of him. “Would you like supper Ma’am?” He asked.

“No thank you. Are you going to give me access to Date Creek?” She persisted.

Hawkins sliced a piece of steak and forked it into his mouth. As he chewed, he surveyed the fancy blond for a few seconds before he answered. “No, I don’t believe so. I told that fine-haired gentleman who asked me last week, no. Now they send a tempting little piece of fluff to entice me into giving way. Well the answer is still no.”

Behind the blonde, the gray-haired puncher was grinning while he leaned on the bar staring at the blond. Anger flashed across the cherub face of the blond. “You can't keep us off the public lands, we have rights, you know?”

“Oh yes I can. I own the deeded land on the road into the ranch. The gate remains locked. Secondly, there is no such thing as public lands, according to the Constitution of these United States. Sure I can't buy you a steak or a beer?” He asked.

The blond stomped her little foot hard enough to almost break the stiletto heel from her shoe. “No, I don’t want a steak or a beer, I want through that gate!” She almost screamed; her fists balled.

“The only way you will get through that gate is with me and I don’t think you will like that much. My Apache granddaddy told me how to treat white women who act like you.” He was grinning at the blond when she spun on her heel and stomped out the door. The gray-headed puncher with his shirt tail hanging out walked over to Hawkins. 

“What was that hokey pokey about Apaches? You ain't Apache.” He grinned.

“She didn’t know that, hated see her go, but it was sure nice to watch her leave huh?” Laughed Arch.
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Arch Hawkins 

Arch Hawkins was a loner. He lived alone, he worked alone. He had a little rough country outfit on the headwaters of Date Creek. His cowboy crew consisted of four Catahoula dogs that he raised and trained. His string of rock hopping horses was large. It had to be, the country was steep, rocky and brushy in the draws. His cattle were cross-bred Angus and Brahman. Because of the wildness of the country, the cattle were just a little on the wild side. You had to ride hard and long to just stay even. Arch carried a homemade running iron with a pipe handle that screwed into the iron. He used it almost daily. If he found an unbranded animal inside his fences, they got scorched and their ears whittled.

Arch was just barely six feet tall. He was long waisted and short legged. His legs were covered in blue denim Levis, his shirt was a heavy denim snap button. Most of his shirts were threadbare in the elbows and some of the snaps wouldn’t snap. Over his shirt he wore a heavy denim jacket. Not for warmth, for protection from the catclaw and mesquite. He wore a well-worn pair of bull-hide chaps that hung from the back belt loop of his pants. His saddle was brush scared and the tapaderos on the stirrups had been patched many times. His coal black hair was shaggy, not because he was a slob, but because he didn’t go to town often. A big week for him was going the fifteen miles to the Arrowhead Bar and Grill in Congress.

This morning he was brushing a brown horse he called Bob. It was 4 a.m. and still pitch black. A kerosene lantern hung from a nail over the saddle room door. His four partners in crime were laying about the yard, waiting for the word to go. They were lean and hard. Their tongues lolled out. It was a warm morning. An hour later, they were climbing a solid rock trail with Bob’s shoes scratching and clawing the granite. The dogs trotted along behind. The sun was just peeping over the top of the mountain and sending its warm rays toward Arch. As he turned a switchback corner, the dogs tore by at a dead run, the one in the back yelping. The trail was too steep at this point for Bob to go any faster than a walk. But as they topped out on a long rocky ridge, Arch could hear the dogs ahead, baying. He knew they had a cow brute held up. He hoped it was a bunch. As he trotted into the basin where the dogs were, he saw a bunch of cattle standing with their heads facing the dogs, who were circling the cows and baying. At a glance, Arch could tell there were a number of calves in the group who needed branding. Off to one side, he hobbled Bob and put a little hat size fire together. He placed his running iron in it to heat. He counted five calves and he had three pigging strings. Tie three down, then do the other two. Taking down his rope, he slipped onto Bob and eased into the holdup. He caught a calf without swinging the rope and as easy as possible dragged the calf close to the fire. Stepping down, he held the tail of his rope while it was dallied to the saddle horn, walked down the rope with his elbow over it, flanked the calf and tied him. Twice more, he caught and tied calves, then branded and ear marked them. All the while, the dogs were keeping the cows bunched. An hour later, he was trotting on out of the basin, five calves branded.

At 6:45 that evening, Arch rode a give out brown horse into his yard. It was getting dark, so he relit the lantern and unsaddled his horse. Pouring out a measure of oats, he left Bob eating and walked to the dark old frame house where he lived. Inside he lit a kerosene lamp. Stumbling to the propane fired refrigerator, he removed a cold beer, popped the cap with a bottle opener. Pushing the screen door open, he flopped into an old chair on the porch. He sipped the beer while watching Bob eat his oats. That day had been a big one for him. Fifteen calves branded and a piece of fence next to a neighbor was repaired. He was tired, but this was a usual day for him. He sipped the beer, and thought about cooking some supper, but it didn’t seem important right then. Three hours later, he woke up in the chair. The empty bottle lay on the porch next to his chair.

“I gotta get a cook,” he muttered as he ran his fingers through his black hair and stumbled into the bedroom.

The next morning, he fed all the horses, took a skimpy shower and shaved. Putting on his best clothes, he went out to the shed that held his old Ford pick-up. The four dogs stood around as the motor caught and started to idle. Arch looked at the dogs and shook his head. “No work today boys, I'm goin’ to find a cook.” The dust rolled out behind the truck as he headed toward the main road to town. The dogs all went to the barn and flopped. They had heard it all before.
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The Ranch

The sun was a red ball sliding behind the Date Creek hills in the west. It bathed the ranch yard in a reddish weird light. The yard between the old frame house and the sheet iron saddle room was whipped with a cold wind that made the dust dance in little swirls. In front of that saddle room, a tired, sweat caked brown horse had his head down in a pan of oats eating in a slow, deliberate manner. 

Squatted in the doorway was a man, a tired man. His blue denim wrangler pants and shirt were faded, his denim jacket was frayed at the cuffs. His hair was a dark brown, almost black that matched his eyes. He leaned against the door jamb watching the horse eat. His black hat was dusty and sweat stained, but still held a crisp Arizona style cowboy shape. When the horse had finished his oats, the man rose and taking the lead rope, led the horse to a gate and turned him into a corral that opened into a pasture. Latching the gate, the man trudged across the yard toward the house, dark and lonely. No light showed there, no warm welcome. He had left there in the dark that morning. No one waited for him. The yard was encircled by a sagging net wire fence, the wooden gate sagged on its hinges and lightly dragged the ground with a scrapping noise when opened. Stepping into the kitchen the man fished a match from his jacket pocket and lit a kerosene lamp on the kitchen table. He turned to the cabinet and taking down a chipped coffee mug, he reached above the propane fired refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of Jim Beam. Taking a look at the bottle, he saw it was almost empty. He poured the remaining liquid into the cup and set the empty bottle down with a clunk. Taking a long gulp of the bourbon, he reveled in the warm streak it made down his throat and felt it hit the bottom of his empty belly. The whiskey warmed him inwardly, he turned on the oven, in the stove, to warm the kitchen while he fixed himself supper. Another day passed, although he was lonely, he was content. When finished eating, he dropped the dirty plate into the sink and taking the lamp, walked into his bedroom. Taking a long look at his rumpled bed, he shook inwardly and returned to the living room and fell into an old chair with a stack of magazines next to it. Tomorrow he would have to go back up the mountain to where he had tied the wild steer and try to lead him to the headquarter corrals. That steer was to be the Christmas for this puncher. When sold, the money would mean a few days in town, rest and a Christmas dinner and presents for his sisters’ family. One last sip of the bourbon and he rested his head back on the back of the chair. He closed his eyes, tomorrow he thought.
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The Ride   

It was a dry dusty road that the cowpuncher from Date Creek drove on. The little bobtail truck raised a dust plume as it hurtled toward town. In the box, behind the cab was a big steer that the cowpuncher had led in the day before, along with two yearling steers and a barren heifer. This week would be the last auction of the year before Christmas. These four animals would make a great finish to the year for the man who sat hunched over the steering wheel with his foot pushing the gas pedal. His clothes were clean, but well worn. His hat had the dust brushed off it, but still showed the sweat stains and hard use. A grin of anticipation was set on his fresh shaven face. His hair was curled up at his collar and his boots were dusty and brush scared. He was well used, but he planned on a couple of days in town, a trip to the barber, getting all his laundry done and maybe a night at the local watering hole. He knew his sister wouldn't approve, but it was a great way to let the wolf out of captivity. Twin rooster tails of dust rose behind the truck as it rocked down the road. On the left side of the road, the Pea Vine Railroad followed the same route as the road. Up ahead it crossed the road and continued along toward Hill Side Junction, as the bobtail came around a curve, the crossing came into sight.

On the side of the road were two small wooden crosses. The driver slowed his truck and stopped beside them. Getting out of the truck, he walked over to the crosses. Removing his hat, he stood there a few moments, with his head bowed. This was a ritual he went through every time he passed. While away in the army, his dad and mother had died here, hit by a freight train in the middle of the night as they returned home from a trip to town. His sister had told him that their dad had been fairly well drunk, not paying attention to the road. He had returned for the services, but still had a year of enlistment to finish. The ranch stood open to the world in that time. His sister was attending college in Flagstaff, would come by and check on the buildings and make sure that the vandals hadn't carried them away. But the cattle had gone wild in the rough, steep Weaver Mountains. When the cowboy returned home, he found a dilapidated ranch with maverick cattle running the hills. That had been two years ago, and just now he was catching up with the ruination. In the next few months, he hoped to start seeing some return on his hard work. Getting back into the truck, he started out slowly until he had crossed the tracks, as he crossed, he shifted gears and pushed on the gas pedal, and sent the truck rolling toward town. There was a party somewhere ahead and he was primed for it. Overdue, time to catch up.
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