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Chapter 1
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Danford, North Dakota August 10, 1883

The engineer on the Dakota & Western Express leaned out the window of the steam engine and pulled the cord on the train’s three-note Star Brass whistle to alert the stationmaster at Danford that the train would pull into the station in just a few minutes. He glanced over at the fireman, who checked the pressure gauge and then deposited a half shovelful of coal into the firebox.

The Dakota & Western Express, known simply as the Express to both its crew and the people of Danford, made the run from St. Paul to Spokane and back twice a month. Danford marked the end of the gently rolling prairies in the eastern part of the Dakota Territory. The tracks continued out of the station and sloped up to a bluff high over the Wakasica River, crossed a trestle bridge, and headed into the rougher lands in the western part of the Territory.

As the train approached Danford station, the engineer and the fireman were unaware that out on the trestle that crossed high above the waters of the Wakasica, a crude blockade made of logs and large stones had been constructed to prevent the train from continuing on its route.

The four men building the blockade were all well known around the Dakota Territory. The newspapers called them the Penny Ante Gang, named after two of its members, Jake Penny and Frank Ante.

Jake, the leader of the gang and a man with a very short fuse, hated that name and rumor said that he killed a man who repeated it to his face.

“That should do it,” he said, wedging a log through the timbers supporting the track. “Let’s go, Frank.”

Frank dropped the stone he was carrying in a spot between two of the logs. “They can’t get through this,” he said and followed Jake off the bridge.

Frank Ante was a former locksmith who found that breaking open locks was a far more lucrative business than forging them. When his friend put a gang together, Frank was the first to join.

Two men waited for them at the end of the bridge.

“Grab the ax, Deacon,” Jake told one of them.

“I’m Bishop. He’s Deacon,” the man replied, pointing to the other, who was his spitting image.

Deacon and Bishop Weston were the twin sons of devout Catholic parents who died in a prairie wildfire and were spared the shame that their sons had brought on their name. They were expert gunmen and wanted in several territories in connection with at least twelve murders.

“Whatever,” Jake said. “Grab the ax and duck down over there. Drop the tree behind the train after it stops on the bridge.”

“So it don’t back up?” Bishop asked.

Jake rolled his eyes. He hated explaining the plan to the brothers. “That’s right,” Jake said. “So it doesn’t back up.” People thought the Weston brothers weren’t bright and, unlike many of the rumors about their gang, that one was absolutely true.

“You and your brother will go through the cars and gather up all the valuables from the passengers,” Frank said.

“What are you two gonna do?” Deacon asked.

“We’ll be opening the strongbox in the baggage car,” Jake said.

“The one with the gold?” Bishop asked.

“Not gold,” Frank said, “cash. It’s the payroll for all the forts in the Northwest.”

“What about them guards?” Deacon asked.

“Frank and I will take care of them. You take care of the passengers,” Jake said.

Deacon smiled at his brother. “Gladly,” he said.

“How’s the engineer going to know to stop?” Frank asked. “It’s going to be dark, and they won’t see the blockade in time.”

“I told you, I’ve got that covered,” Jake said. “Junior is getting on the train in Danford, and as the train nears the bridge, he’ll tell them to stop. Don’t you trust me?”

“I trust you, Jake,” Frank said, “but I don’t know this Junior. I don’t trust anyone I don’t know.”

“You’ll know him,” Jake said. “Trust me.”

Frank just nodded.

“Get into position,” Jake said. “It’ll be here soon.”

––––––––
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On the Express, the last passengers in the dining car of the train finished up their dinners as the stewards removed the china, glassware, and silver from the other empty tables. One man took a last bite of his meal, a slow-roasted Andalusian-style lamb, and sent his compliments to the chef before heading back to the coach with his wife.

In the sleeper cars, the attendants made their way through the car, changing the seats into bunks. The sleeper cars were popular on long-distance trains, and many times, attendants overheard passengers say, “Thank God for the Pullman Palace Car Company.”

While the sleeping accommodations were being made up, many of the passengers sat in the coach cars or the observation car, watching out the windows and trying to get their first glimpse of Danford.

The conductor pulled out his gold pocket watch and clicked it open. After quickly checking the time, he snapped it closed again and loudly announced, “Danford station, two minutes to Danford station.”

––––––––
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On the platform in Danford, a small crowd had gathered. Most had been waiting inside the station. After the first whistle, everyone pushed out through the door and filled the small platform. The station attendants, preparing to load the luggage, tried to keep people away from the edge of the platform.

The crowd was equally divided between people who watched for the train to arrive so they could greet their returning loved ones, and people who gathered in small groups hugging and crying as they prepared to see their loved ones off on their journey.

The train whistle sounded again, much closer to the station. The energy of the crowd surged, and they pushed forward once again to the edge of the platform while the attendants tried to get them to stand back. Many were trying to be the first ones to spot the train as it rounded the bend and came into town.

The steam billowing out from the stack first appeared, much like a cloud above the roof of the Red Raven Saloon. Soon after, the engine came into view and the train slowed down as it approached the station.

Again, the whistle sounded. It scared a horse and sent it, and the wagon it was pulling, down the dusty street. The driver of the wagon yanked at the reins, trying to regain control.

Everyone was excited to see the train, everyone except for one teenager who stayed back in the shadow of the station doorway. He leaned out and glanced down the track at the approaching train and then ducked back into the shadows again. He pulled out his ticket and checked it again.

“First time on a train?” a woman asked him.

He jumped and turned toward the elderly woman, who smiled at him. Her blue eyes looked large through her round spectacles.

“Yes,” the boy said. He glanced down at his bag, where the grip of the pistol Jake gave him was sticking out. “I mean no, I went to Chicago once.” He kicked the bag behind him and hoped the woman hadn’t seen it.

“Ah, now that’s a city,” the woman said. “Where are you headed now?”

The boy glanced at the ticket. “Butte,” he told her.

“I’m going to Spokane,” she said. “So, we’ll be traveling part of the way together.”

“Part of the way,” the boy agreed.

The whistle and the noise of the engine as the train pulled into the station drowned out any further conversation. The people on the platform watched as the engine went by, followed by the baggage car and the dining car. The train slowed further and came to a stop with the coach cars alongside the platform.

Once the train had stopped, the engine let out a loud hiss of steam, and the engineer confirmed their arrival with one final blast of the whistle. The station attendants on the platform then went to work maneuvering the water crane to the engine so that the boiler could be refilled from the water tower that loomed over the station.

The conductor and three train attendants opened the doors of the cars and placed the steps in position. As soon as they were out of the way, the passengers destined for Danford disembarked. They flooded out onto an already overflowing platform and searched for any loved ones who were there to greet them. The hugs and handshakes began followed by some tears of happiness.

The huddled reunions, while joyful for the participants, blocked other people who were attempting to gather their baggage and leave the station platform. Once the platform in front of the cars cleared enough, the conductor looked at his pocket watch again. He nodded to the attendants and then they took their positions at the entrances to the cars to take tickets.

The boy looked at his ticket again. Although it wasn’t a hot day, he was sweating. He wasn’t sure why he let Jake talk him into it. He made it sound so easy. He said it would make him a man. Wasn’t that what his father wanted?

“Grow up and be a man,” his father told him when he cried. “Why can’t you be more like your brother?”

He wasn’t sure that he was a man like his brother, at least not a man who could rob trains. He looked down at the grip of the gun still sticking out of his bag. He had to decide what kind of man he wanted to be, and he had to decide soon.

The voice of the conductor cut through the noise of the people on the platform. “The Dakota & Western Express is now boarding for the territories of Montana, Idaho, and Washington with stops in Bismarck, Dickinson, Medora, Billings, Helena, Coeur d’Alene, and Spokane.”

After one last goodbye to loved ones, the departing passengers pushed past the disembarked stragglers and lined up to get on board. The conductor and attendants checked their tickets, and they slowly made their way onto the train.

“Are you ready to board?” The old woman asked the boy. When she saw his hesitation, she added, “Maybe you can help a poor widow board the train.” She tried to take his hand, but when she touched him, he jumped, and the ticket dropped from his hand.

The woman stepped on the ticket so that it didn’t fly away in the breeze and carefully picked it up.

“Sorry I startled you,” she said as she straightened up. “Here’s your ticket safe and...” Her voice trailed off. The boy was gone.

She glanced around the platform, trying to find the boy, but there was no sign of him. When the conductor called, “Last boarding,” the woman hurried toward the train and slipped the young man’s ticket into her purse as she looked for her own.

Before long, the lines dwindled as the cars filled with the passengers from the platform. The conductor checked with the attendants to make sure everyone was on the train. He surveyed the platform and found that it was empty except for the baggage handlers.

He signaled to the attendants to close up the train and watched for any last-minute passengers.

The station attendants finished refilling the boiler and moved the water crane away from the engine and clear of the train. The conductor made sure all the cars were closed and picked up the step from in front of the last open door. He called out, “All aboard,” and stepped up into the car.

The train whistle blew and after several puffs of steam rose out of the stack, the engine jerked forward with a groan. One after another, each car started with a sudden lurch. The conductor leaned out from the steps and watched as the train left the station. Once it was clear, he checked his pocket watch. He then closed the door and went about his business.

The passengers of the Dakota & Western Express settled in for the trip west as the train left Danford behind and began its climb to the top of the bluff and the trestle over the Wakasica River.

––––––––
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Jake took one last look at the tree they planned to drop behind the train. He listened to the tree groan as it bent in the wind. He had heard the train whistle signaling that the train had left the station. He hoped that the wind wouldn’t cause the tree to fall too soon.

“Take cover, boys,” he told the others.

Bishop, with ax in hand, ducked down behind the tree while the other three hid in some bushes farther down the tracks.

“He knows when to stop it?” Frank asked again.

“He knows,” Jake told him. “Don’t worry.”

––––––––
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The fireman fed some of the coal into the fire to give the engineer the little extra power he needed to get the train up the incline to the trestle. It was slow going up the hill, but they both knew once they hit the top, the train would quickly reach its full speed.

The daylight was fading fast, so the engineer turned on the engine’s headlamp. The headlamp had been kerosene until just the month before when they replaced it with an electric one. The engineer liked the new light. It was much brighter than the old one.

––––––––
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Jake and Frank watched the train from their blind as it came over the hill and headed toward the trestle.

“The engineer will slow soon,” Jake said.

But the engineer didn’t slow down. The train sped by them and headed out onto the bridge.

“It’s not stopping,” Frank yelled and ran out onto the track. “Can’t they see the blockade?”

If anyone answered him, he couldn’t hear it as the big tree fell across the tracks behind the train.

––––––––
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“There’s the Lillian,” the fireman said, pointing south along the river at a steamboat.

“That’s the life,” the engineer said, “just floating on down the river.”

He looked out the window at the track ahead and saw the blockade in the train’s headlamp. “What the...” he said and grabbed at the brake lever.

“Help me!” he yelled. The fireman grabbed the lever, and they both pulled with all their might, locking the wheels.

The brakes screeched as the two desperately tried to stop the train. As each car banged into the slowing car in front of it, the jolt threw the passengers and their belongings about the seats. The conductor, briefly thrown off balance, rushed ahead. He pulled his watch out and checked the time as if that would explain why the train was stopping so abruptly.

The engine could not slow enough before it hit the blockade. The branches in the barrier twisted and ripped the upper portion of the trestle apart. The engine rode up on top of the barrier before it slid sideways and fell off the side of the bridge.

The rails split and bent as the supports below the center portion of the bridge broke apart and collapsed into the river below it.

The passenger cars remained connected to the engine and followed it over the edge of the bridge. The conductor was trying to move between the cars when they fell, and he stumbled. He dropped his watch as he tried to regain his balance, but fell out when the cars tipped over and dropped to the river below.

The engine hit the water and immediately sank to the bottom. The wooden luggage, dining and coach cars hit one after another and broke apart, scattering baggage and bodies across the water before the next car crashed down on top of it.

The Pullman cars were next, followed by the observation car at the end. As the last car came down, the boiler of the engine exploded, throwing super-heated water and debris into the air and blasting apart one of the bridge supports, causing more of the bridge to collapse down onto the broken cars.

Then everything was silent.

––––––––
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In the days after the accident, newspapers from Chicago to San Francisco, and even as far away as New York, carried stories about the great Dakota & Western train wreck in the Dakota Territory. Within a week, they captured all the members of the Penny Ante Gang except for Jake, who the posse killed in a shootout.

The three remaining members were tried for the deaths of the more than one hundred passengers and crew of the Express in a sensational trial that was reported in the newspapers for more than a month.

In September 1883, the court convicted the three outlaws on all charges and hanged them five days later.

Right until their execution, they claimed that there was another member of the gang known as Junior, but the authorities never found him.
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Chapter 2
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Danford, North Dakota August 9, 1917

A dark red Packard led the caravan of vehicles across the prairie of North Dakota. Although the land was relatively flat, the dirt roads were extremely bumpy and uneven. Combined with temperatures that had to be close to the century mark, that made eleven-year-old C.J. Kask uncomfortable as he sat on the bench seat next to his father, Angus.

Angus Kask was the leader of an archaeological expedition headed to Danford on the Wakasica River in central North Dakota. His team was commissioned by the Chicago Museum of Archeology to look for additional artifacts from the Dakota & Western Express train wreck that crashed into the Wakasica River over 30 years earlier.

Following the Packard was a black Ford Model T belonging to Walter MacGregor, an archaeologist on the team, and his wife, Edna, the team’s botanist. Their two children, Sadie and Scotty, were sleeping in the back of the car. Mr. MacGregor chose black for the Model T because, as Henry Ford said, the car can be “any color the customer wants, as long as it’s black.”

Behind the Model T, Jackson Hall drove his blue Jeffrey. He and his wife, Teresa, were the anthropologists on the team. Their daughter, Laura, sat in the back, trying to read a book about hieroglyphics. Her mother could never figure out how she could read in the car with the book bouncing around in her hands.

The last vehicle in the caravan was a Clydesville truck driven by Roland Everett, the Chief of Operations for the expedition. Axel van Housen and his son, Frederick, were also riding in the truck’s cab. Axel was in charge of security and was an expert in weapons and ammunition. His son was only thirteen, but he was quickly becoming an expert on arms as well.

It had been a long drive, and everyone was glad to arrive in Danford in the early afternoon. The town was home to over 3000 people, yet the streets and yards were almost deserted. Most of the residents were staying indoors out of the hot summer sun.

They easily found the main street of the town, which was, of course, called Main, and followed it down to the railroad tracks. C.J. pointed out the Empire movie theater. The marquee advertised Cleopatra, starring Theda Bara.

“Did you want to see it?” his father asked him.

“Nah,” C.J. said. “I’m waiting for The Adventurer.”

“The Adventurer? That sounds like one you’d like. Who stars in it?”

“Charlie Chaplin.”

They passed a gas station, and that reminded Angus that they would need to fill before heading out to the site. A sign in front of the station said that gas was 21 cents a gallon. “Gas is expensive out here,” he told his son.

The train station was at the end of Main Street, and the caravan slowed down as they turned onto Elm Street in front of it. There was a banner across the street side of the train station declaring that the election for mayor of Danford was a week away. Other signs were for the candidates, with another large sign announcing a debate the next evening right there in front of the station.

Although there was no train at the station, several people waited on the platform. C.J. could see a line of older boys, probably in their late teens, standing with their duffel bags beside them. An older man in uniform was apparently marking their names off a list he was holding.

C.J. looked at his father.

“They’re probably headed off to boot camp,” Angus told him. “After that, they’re off to Europe.”

C.J. nodded. He heard that there was fighting going on in Europe. ‘The War to End Wars’, they called it. He didn’t know what the fighting was about, but he hoped it would end all wars.

The caravan continued on to a large warehouse next to the train station. A sign painted on the front of the building showed that it was the Danford Historical Museum. They parked the vehicles in front of the building and stepped out to stretch after their long drive.
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