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The desert lives, it breathes, it pulsates with

life, it is an entity filled with flora

and fauna. To ride in it,

to reside in it, one must

know it, love it,

or one must die!










Prologue
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The lives of Ross Hendershot and of his dearest friend, Ralph Forney, began in tough times, pre Civil War Texas, a tough place, with tough people around them everywhere. Ross and Ralph met in Yuma, Arizona for the first time when Ross completed his trek from Phoenix to Yuma across the Sonoran Desert. They both grew up not terribly far apart from each other, but never met as children or young men. Their parents were hard people who lived hard lives, Ross's originally coming from Virginia via Kentucky, and Ralph's via Tennessee, also originally from Virginia. In their times as boys they learned early in life how to load a musket and how to create bullets out of lead. Their parents built small ranches and dealt with native incursions every month which the settlers came to call, in northeast Texas, the Comanche Moon. The Comanche would come down from the territorties north of Texas and raid the ranches. The natives sought to steal horses, cattle, children, women, whatever they could collect in their raids in the earliest days of the villages in Texas. Eventually the natives began to kill indiscriminately as more and more settlers came to the area. The raids were not the only times the Comanche came to the settlers though. Sometimes young men who sought to enhance their reputations in their tribe would form small raiding parties and go on a killing spree. The settlers fought them because they had to in order to survive. Ross and Ralph grew up in a time which demanded a working acquaintance with guns, how they worked, and how to aim and shoot with good results. If young men couldn't shoot they and their families couldn't survive. Ralph and Ross were both boys growing up in northeast Texas in a dangerous and difficult time, a time in which their use of guns became a never ending part of the rest of their lives.

In Ross and Ralph's times the two of them had done many things, met many people and seen many deaths. Most men in the Territory of Arizona who wore guns probably had little use for them. Both Ross and Ralph had to use theirs and would most likely use them again. The thoughts of these men, about using their guns, did not come from the expectation of shooting someone, or the desire to engage in gunfighting. Neither of them was a ”gunsel” or a ”shootist” as some term those who make their living by the use of the gun. Mostly the notion came from the idea, for Ross, of joining the branch of the Arizona Rangers which he heard was forming in Yuma. For Ralph the thought derived from the fact he was the sheriff of Yuma County. For Ross the idea of joining the Rangers is why he was leaving Phoenix and going to Yuma. Phoenix would be a lot more comfortable than the ride he must take to Yuma. Both his horse and Ross would have a lot less heat under which to survive, a lot less miles to travel, a lot less danger to face if he chose to stay in Phoenix. But he didn't. It would be much easier to sit in the shade in a store than ride in the scrub brush of the desert in the heat. The trip must be taken though, if Ross is to seek the opportunity with the Rangers.

So, this is Ross's story, and also the story of his dearest friend, Ralph Forney, but primarily it is about Ross. You will be able to read of their lives, for a short time, unfolding before your eyes in the telling. This needs to be said because though the information for this tale comes directly from these two men the actual writing of this story is left to Flora Hendershot. She is the writer of the tale told here, a time in the lives of two men who spent much time in the saddle, the tale of one who took a long ride to the town of Yuma, Arizona and what happened after the ride. Both men thought as this was a personal history it was very important to the children and any grandchildren they might eventually have. The story cannot leave out Flora for she lived part of it as well. She is prominent in part of this tale as Ralph is, a deeply important part of his times. The story starts with a ride on a horse called Roan through one of the most difficult places on earth to survive, the desert of Arizona. You will find, at the end of this story, and perhaps others, you have become acquainted with a slice of Arizona Territorial history and a family from Yuma, Arizona. Ross Hendershot. 1901.

 

The Civil War, called the War of Aggression in the South, gave birth to many men seeking to earn a living, or make a killing, on their way west. Some were good men, some bad, some undecided.





1 
Ross Hendershot Starts His Ride to Yuma
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The desert, brown, foreboding, filled with frightening creatures waited, was daring him like a siren singing its song of great potential for death. The song was both sweet and bitter sweet in his ears. It tugged at his consciousness, lured him, dared him, filled his dreams with its haunting melody. His days of wandering had led him to heed the message of the siren's song for most of the years of his life. When it called he would resist for days on end and then finally he would shut it out, listen to himself, listen to his horse, listen to the land, and ride. It drew him, then he knew he must ignore its lure. For sure if he did not concentrate, did not help Roan to take the right paths, the dangers lurking behind the land and its music would strike. Controlling his thoughts, deepening his resolve, he prepared to strike out into the unknown.

Looking out over the vista stretching in front of him, the spreading Gila River Valley extending nearly to Yuma, Arizona from the little town of Gila, the tall man sat, rolling a cigarette, contemplating the long, hard and very dangerous ride ahead of him. A small flow of water in the mostly dry stream bed, along which he had been riding, allowed his horse to drink its fill and brought him to top off his two large canteens to the limit. The larger water bag he carried mostly for the benefit of his horse also was filled. He knew it was nearly ninety miles to Yuma and guessed there would be precious little water along the way. Of course water was one of the most important things to have on a desert ride. Without plenty of water to provide for his horse's needs the roan would surely die. If the roan died, he would be most likely to die as well. It was spring, and the heat was less intense but the days still brought temperatures high enough to dehydrate a man or an animal in a hurry.

As he lit a cigarette and smoked, he thought about how beautiful and simultaneously dangerous the desert was. In the morning hours there were quail moving around in the underbrush, scratching for desert roots, looking for water and feed for their young. The birds had a kind of gray aura of beauty around them. He loved watching them play as they fed, and of course there were the mourning dove flitting through the air. Some thought it sport to shoot them while they flew, using guns loaded only with buckshot. Ross trapped quail and rabbit when he wanted some fresh meat. Smaller animals like the field and kangaroo mice jumped from one piece of cover to another, avoiding snakes maybe, or a lurking roadrunner. The desert was alive with beautiful animal life eking out an existence, but these birds and animals were always in the presence of predators which would end the lives of mice, mourning dove, quail, whatever, even man, quickly and efficiently. The heat could kill as easily as the bite of a rattlesnake though. Yes, he thought, it is definitely a beautiful place to be, and definitely dangerous.

The year was 1879, and his name was Ross Hendershot. He was 37 years old and 6' 2" tall, lean at around 175 pounds and tough as leather in appearance. His lean appearance masked a strength and suppleness born of many days of hard work building fences, chasing, roping and manhandling cattle of one size or another. He sat easily in the saddle, a well-worn western style workman's rig. He fit it so well in fact it seemed to others as though there should be grooves where his butt and his legs sat. He looked to be slumped in attitude on the horse but his eyes worked the terrain constanty. He looked for sudden bursts of dust, or a kind of slow drifting dust hanging in the air. The dust would indicate a horse moving quietly or quickly. He listened. His ears were attuned to the sounds of the desert, the overwhelming quiet mixed with small noises, small animals moving from one set of shading bushes to another. He listened for the sound of quail nearby, the dik, dik, dik of a nervous quail warning his covey of the approach of a man, or the mournful sound of the birds calling to find where the covey was located.

His horse, a roan more brown in color as a result of the dirt they had been riding through than its real color of red, was slightly swayed, showed its years of being ridden, and knew every movement of its master. He talked quietly with the horse and encouraged it to drink and graze the bunchy grass along the bank of the Gila. It was early and the coolest part of the day, but they had already ridden some distance from the Litchfield Stage station. He decided it wouldn't hurt to take the time to cool the roan off a little, take a little of the dust and grime off the horse. He took off the saddle leaving the reins dangling, and filled his hat with water from the stream. Several times he put the water over the horse's back and rubbed off some of the grime. Ross had a curry comb in his saddle bags and took the time to use it on the roan as well, cleaning off more dirt and cooling the horse over the full length of its body. The horse dried quickly and he saddled up again. He sat in the dirt and watched the roan eat.

He was dressed as most in his time, dark woolen pants and white shirt, at least at one time it was white. He sported a loosely worn vest with a watch pocket which held nothing, and wore a duster of a color that could no longer be discerned which had probably been worn too often. His boots, which had seen better days, still had life in them. One had a small hole in it which he patched in a sense by taking a small piece of leather he found in a store in Litchfield and putting it inside the boot over the hole. He had on a partly crumpled hat brimmed down over his brow and the nape of his neck. His face was tanned but still could be seen to be “white” under the patina of dust and dirt. His beard was a little ragged in some places but trimmed to a degree around his mouth and chin area. The color of the beard was hardly discernable as a result of the dust covering him. All in all he appeared to be what he was, an easygoing but sometimes dangerous and volatile man whose life had been difficult at best. He was a typical man of his era, perhaps, if you considered a man more welcome on a horse than anywhere else, typical. Many of his type inhabited the terrain he would traverse in the days to come. Some were law abiding, some were law breakers. He wanted to be a lawman. It was his dream, a dream which was leading him to traverse part of one of the largest and most dangerous deserts on earth, the Sonoran Desert.

After his horse stopped drinking he washed his face and neck with the water from the stream, letting some of it run down the nape of his neck onto his back. The water was warm, far from icy cold, but it cooled him down, made the heat of the morning, such as it was, more bearable. It was habit he hoped he could repeat as often as it was possible in the next weeks, but he would start the trip with the thought in mind of giving most of the water he carried to his horse. He decided to eat a little of the jerky and hardtack he carried in his leather saddlebags hanging across his horse's rump before beginning. He also carried a bedroll tied behind his saddle. His saddle bags were multi-purpose haulers.

There were many items a nomad like Ross carried with him. A pair of scissors, a few pieces of thread from clothes long gone along with a needle in case he needed to sew a shirt, a pair of socks, or a wound closed, were included. There was ammunition in each bag for his variety of guns. There was enough jerky and hardtack to last him for at least a couple of weeks. He knew a couple of weeks would not be long enough to reach Yuma, but there were a couple of small towns along the way and he should reach one of them before his supplies ran out. On top of his bags, hanging from a piece of leather was a plate which was made of some kind of metal. It doubled as a gold panning tool if he came on a likely stream, or he could dry pan with it if he thought he was in an area where he might find some small nuggets. He could use it to cook in or eat off of it if he happened on some game along the way, and made a camp for a day or two. He thought a camp was a likely event since he had little money remaining when he left Phoenix.

Ross had been in Arizona for nearly five years. He spoke a little Spanish, knew some of the local customs of the Mexican people with whom he often mingled, but was largely ignorant of other cultures. He had never encountered a black man in his life other than during the Civil War and only then as an enemy. There were no slaves in the community and area in which he was reared. The Spanish had done away with slavery long before the U.S. Civil War, or War of Aggression as he preferred to call it. The area in which he grew up had no black folks in it. They would have been enslaved if they had been there. None were there. He grew up in a sparsely populated area of Texas just to the north of Ft. Worth called Denton County.

Ross's education as a boy had been sketchy. He was far too busy working. He was literate but barely so. He could read but it was a laborious process and difficult for him. He carried no books, no pulp magazines, no stories of the west. He was a living story of the west in and of himself and much more typical than rare in Arizona. In Arizona he had done some work as a drover but more driving wagons, and he had done some guarding on a stage coach running through Apache country near Tucson and Tombstone.

He spent a little of his time as a deputy sheriff in Douglas, Arizona but very shortly after taking the job he became disenchanted with knocking drunks out so they could sleep it off in the jail, and doing the same thing again the next Friday or Saturday night. He longed for a chase. He fit best in a saddle on the back of his horse and wanted to use his riding skill for something besides being a drover. It was a natural progression of his life though he would not have thought about the change as being anything other than a change. It was just the way things were, the way he wanted them, how they should be from now on.

He had no contact with the Earp family because they had not come to Arizona yet. He had heard of famous gunfighters like Wyatt Earp but had never met one though he once had seen Wild Bill Hickock in Dodge City, Kansas. Ross's head was not filled with fanciful ideas of finding a gold vein and getting rich. His only desire at the moment, in terms of a job, was to find out about the Arizona Rangers. If he didn't join the Rangers, for whatever reason, he would either settle down and find some other kind of job or he would move on to California.

Beyond those notions his thoughts were on the horizon, the lines of arroyos, the thick brush in which a man could hide and no one would ever know they had passed him by. He was more concerned with his surroundings than anything. His eyes constantly searched for movement, differences in color, and anomalies in rock formations, areas where anyone might set up an ambush or just a defensive position against someone coming down the trail. In Arizona one never knew whether someone coming down the trail was friendly, a highwayman, or a hostile native.

Most people were friendly when one met them along the trail, but if one were smart he paid attention to the smallest details, especially when riding alone. Good sense made for a safer trip in all ways, because not only were there friends and foes along the trail, there were also critters of some danger. Coyotes had been known to pack hunt when they were very hungry. It was unlikely he would run into a pack of coyotes but it could happen. There were rattlesnakes and Gila Monsters in the area in which he was riding in abundance. If he were in an arroyo, as sometimes he was, he must make sure no snakes were sitting on a ledge sunning themselves as he rode by and launched themselves into the air in an attempt to sink their fangs into his body. If he was bitten by a rattlesnake it would almost certainly result in his death. He was a long way from any kind of medical care in the open desert, as questionable as medical care might be, and would be much further into the wilderness of the desert soon.

Ross was armed, as a necessity of the times, with a single Navy Colt .36 caliber cap and ball pistol on his left leg, slightly lower than his waist, just at the end of the reach of his left arm. Its hammer was captured in the holster by a small strap of leather designed to keep the gun from moving around too much. The holster was mounted “backwards” on his left side so he could draw the pistol with his right hand. It was not an uncommon “set up” for those who wore a single pistol. It was an old pistol which he had used for many years. He kept it clean and changed the caps on the cylinder nipples regularly in order to make sure it would fire if he needed it.

He was an expert shot, though no one would have referred to him as “gunsel” or “shootist.” He also carried a Derringer .25 caliber pistol in a small holster built into his left boot. He wore a knife reminiscent of a Bowie knife on his right hip. The knife was balanced and could be thrown with deadly accuracy and was sharp as the proverbial razor. He had never been involved in a knife fight. But the knife was useful for many purposes including skinning animals shot for the meat they bore to provide him a meal.

He was one of the lucky ones, or so he thought, to own both a Sharps .56 caliber buffalo gun and a Henry repeating rifle in 44-40 caliber. His weapons caused him to have to carry quite a few different kinds of ammunition and he still had caps and balls to deal with insofar as his pistol was concerned. He preferred his Henry rifle to his pistol if trouble came under any circumstance. The rifle had more range, could be reloaded faster and easier, and held 15 shots in its magazine to start with. He had heard there was a centerfire cartridge bearing Colt pistol called the Peacemaker which he wanted to see, but so far he had not encountered one. His Sharps rifle had been modified to carry a long range scope and he had fired it accurately up to almost 1000 yards.

Hendershot considered himself a moral man but he was not hesitant in a battle, and bore the burden of knowing he had killed several men by the time of his desert trek. Life and death in his world were both tenuous and quick. He did not carry a Bible with him. He had never read the Bible. His morality derived largely from the life necessities of the times. If one treated those around him badly then bad things happened. If one treated those around him well then generally good things happened. It was his code, his personal outlook, to try and give anyone the benefit of doubt.

One of the deaths Ross brought about had come only a couple of days before near the Litchfield Park Stage Station. It had started in the usual stupid way. A man who had been drinking too much started shooting off his mouth, then his gun. He decided the bar in which Ross was sitting was fair game for a little “hoorawing,” Texas style, meaning shooting up the place. The guy came running into the saloon, took several shots, turned toward Ross and aimed his gun in the direction of where Ross was located with the result of Ross going to the floor just as the guy shot at him.

Ross drew his own gun and shot back at the guy once. Unfortunately for the drunk, Ross's aim was true and his shot went into the drunk's body almost dead center, destroying the ability of the guy's heart to function. A sheriff was called. He termed it a justifiable shooting and let Ross go on his way. Afterward, Ross felt bad for the guy, but what else could he do? The guy was hell bent, no matter if it was Ross or someone else. Too much booze had made the guy a little crazy. Now he was dead. Nothing more could be done or said. Ross had no religious feelings about this happenstance. He just felt nothing. The guy was there and then he wasn't. It was as simple and final as could be. It was life, then it was death. Both came and went without any crying, remorse, anything at all.

The next day after the shooting Ross rode into Gila, where he camped out nearby a small lake in the little town which grew up nearby to a small dam on the Gila River. He rested there for the better part of a day before starting out on his trip again. In the early morning he started down the river toward Yuma. He encountered no further trouble before stopping to have a cigarette near the stream, to take some time for his horse and for thoughts about the ride.

He thought it was unlikely he would encounter any trouble on his way to Yuma unless it was some Yaqui Indians from Mexico or maybe some of the local tribes, the Gila or Maricopa who might have some bucks out on a lark. There were no Apaches in the western part of the territory. There was no reason to expect any other tribe would be out hunting white men. He wanted no more trouble but knew there was always the possibility it might arise. He would be on the alert for any signs of movement in the desert.

He wanted to go to Yuma and see if he could join the newly forming Arizona Rangers. It would be work with steady pay, otherwise maybe he could find some work as a drover in the area of Yuma. He had heard there was a new farming and ranching area growing across the Colorado River in California, Some had said the name of a town, Indio, meaning Indian in Spanish. It was said to be a couple of days or more ride west of Yuma so if the Rangers thing didn't work, and there was no work for a drover, he would just keep going west.

There was also a possibility to go slightly north of Yuma along the Colorado River where there was some activity as well. He had more or less run his string out in Phoenix, he thought, and so was on his way again. Ross was born in northeastern Texas, in a small area where a lot of people who had emigrated from Kentucky were trying to create a home. It was called the Hawkins area of Denton County. It was in horse and cattle country, and naturally he became a rider and a drover as he grew up. His father, like many others in the Denton County area, ran a small herd of cattle which he would combine with other herds on the drive up the Chisholm Trail to Wichita and eventually to Dodge City, Kansas.

By the time Ross was nineteen, the Civil War was raging in parts of Virginia and elsewhere in the South. He escaped the worst of the fighting of the Civil War despite being conscripted when he was 20. His parents pleaded with him not to enlist right away when it became evident war was inevitable. He stayed at home and finally was conscripted. It was 1862. He was very lucky to have been conscripted into a Texas outfit which was not sent immediately to join Lee's Army. At the moment he was conscripted Lee's Army was already on the march to an appointment with destiny near a small Pennsylvania town.

He was conscripted in Texas into a cavalry squadron that was sent to Tennessee, but by the time his troop rode the several hundred miles they had to travel the war was all but over. He was captured while on a patrol. He willingly signed a pledge of allegiance to the United States of America and he was allowed to head on home, without any weapons of course. But Ross was far less vulnerable than most without handguns. He was quick of foot and hand. He had willingness to see to it that no one took advantage of him. He made a hard target for a “highwayman” or any other hardcase who might come along.

Navy Colt pistols were easy to find in those times. As it happened he was stopped by a person trying to take what little money he had as he was riding through Tennessee. A momentary lapse by the “highwayman” cost the man his weapons, the Colt holstered on Ross's hip and the Sharps buffalo rifle. Ross left the man alive but bleeding from the beating the man had absorbed. Ross knew the “highwayman's” chances of survival were just about none without weapons, but had no sympathy for the bag of trouble he had beaten. Later, working a ranch in northwestern Texas he bought his Henry repeating rifle, and had the Sharps modified into a wonderful long range weapon.

On his journey home to Texas he was forced to hide from marauding Comanche Indians who had come down into Texas as they often did to steal cattle and horses. As he came closer to home he was forced to run for it with several of the Comanches chasing him. He was able to make one of the small fort like enclosures in Denton County and joined a family group of people named Hawkins who were there fighting a larger band of Comanche. The Indians tired of the fighting when they couldn't capture the small fort-like area and left for greener pastures.

It was a common occurrence in Denton County for the Comanche to descend on the settlers. The Comanche came from Oklahoma. The natives came mostly to steal horses and cattle but they would fight with the white men occasionally. The times of the month which they came were almost always the same. The people in Denton had a term for it. They called it the Comanche Moon time. It would not continue for many more years but in the mid to late 1860's it was a dangerous and difficult time for those hardy settlers in Denton County. Many of the families, widely dispersed, built what were effectively forts behind which they could fight the natives.

Ross worked in Denton County at odd jobs for a time, until the spirit to wander struck. He left Denton County and headed generally westward in 1865. The war was over. There was no work in East Texas where the carpetbaggers concentrated their efforts to take what little riches existed in the state. As Ross moved toward New Mexico, staying a time in the area of Amarillo, Texas, he acquired more skills as a drover, as a fighter, and with his array of weapons. One of his list of jobs was as a hunter for cattle ranchers. He became well known as a man with the patience and skill to take care of what the Texans called “painters.” He knew how to find and take care of mountain lions from a long distance perch they could not see.

The ranchers he worked for were grateful and paid bounties to him for each lion he was able to kill. The bounties he collected enabled him to purchase the Henry repeater. It would have been impossible otherwise. Ammunition for all his guns was expensive. He was careful with what he bought in that regard and how he kept it. The days of bullet filled bandoleers and holsters slung low to enable fast draws had yet to surface in Texas. He seldom had to fire his weapons and husbanded his ammunition so he had plenty if forced into a fight. And sometimes, when he had not much money, if any, he bartered using the ammunition he had hoarded.

As he traveled he began to see the value of laws and their impact on people. He worked for a time in eastern New Mexico as a deputy sheriff in a small town. It was not too far from where Billy the Kid roamed the New Mexico plains as a drover. Ross's skill with a pistol was honed there as he became an expert marksman with that instrument, as well as with his rifles. He was not the fastest draw around but he was able and willing to get his pistol out in good time and he was a deadly shot when it became necessary to use that tool. Many, he found, were unable to complete the act of drawing their pistol in anger. Their fear of dying replaced their bravado, leaving some of them pissing their pants as they stared down the muzzle of Ross's weapon. In time he began to have a bit of a reputation in New Mexico and thought it best to move on before some idiot with a pistol came looking for him trying to make some kind of reputation as a gun fighter. He certainly was not attracted to the notion of having gun fights for the ”fun” of doing so.

He moved on into northeastern Arizona in due time and worked some of the ranches in the Gila County area. He became peripherally involved in a dispute that would eventually escalate into a full scale war in northeastern Gila County. He took a job as a deputy marshal in the small town of Coolidge, Arizona for a time, then moved on to Phoenix after spending a brief time in Tombstone and Gila County. In Phoenix he did odd jobs, bartended some, worked for a short time in a mercantile store in order to make purchases of things he needed in the future, lived in a small residential hotel which was populated by men of his sort, wanderers, drovers, men of no specific trade or time. It was not a home, not a fancy place, but it was adequate to his needs at the time.

Phoenix was growing up quickly. By the time he came to Phoenix it had only existed as a town for about twenty years. Already there were few men who were seen to be wearing pistols. There were seldom any arguments in bars which escalated into fisticuffs or the brandishing of a weapon. It happened occasionally but there was law there and the law in Phoenix had a reputation of being swift and tough. Drifters like Ross tended to do as he did, working for a while at odd jobs and then moving on. If they fell afoul of the law they might end up in the Yuma Territorial Prison which had a horrid reputation. No one wanted to go there though a few earned their just due in those cells. Ross kept his nose clean while in Phoenix and then once again, with a few dollars in his pockets and the wanderlust occupying his mind, off he went again.

As Ross surveyed the stream by which he had stopped, he thought of the time of year. It was spring, April to be exact, he thought, and not the best but certainly not the worst time for his trip. It was already hot in the afternoons and by midday he was usually hunkered down under a shady Palo Verde or Mesquite tree if there was one available. He would try to sleep through the hottest part of the day and then ride in the early evening until he was tired. His ride had already taken him from the sleepy growing city of Phoenix to where he sat, nearly 50 miles in all, and it had been an eventful few days on the trail to say the least. He would try to make at least 10 miles a day. He thought it ought to be easy enough for his old horse and himself. They had ridden many more miles than ten together on many occasions.

He set out from his elevated perch in the foothills of slightly larger hills overlooking the Gila River, leaving what would come to be called the Valley of the Sun. He was in no hurry, nor was his horse. The horse was sure footed and had walked many trails. It was named Roan. Ross would simply say “Let's go, Roan,” and the horse would start walking. The horse would trot for a while when it wanted and mostly would walk in a kind of sleep inducing gait Ross had long ago learned to appreciate. Off they went, and soon Roan found a soft bottomed sand wash to walk along with Ross guiding him southwest in a constant way, a slight pressure of the knees now and again and the course was maintained. As the day grew on and it warmed beyond what Ross thought was comfortable for Roan he found a copse of trees, all Palo Verde trees, which provided quite a bit of shade. He left Roan on a loose rope with no hobbles. Roan would not go anywhere without Ross. Roan was not easily spooked by snakes or coyotes or much of anything. He took the saddle off of Roan and tied a halter of rope around the nose of the horse. He took out the bit and reins Ross thought had to be uncomfortable for the horse if it were just standing in the shade. Ross laid out his kit in the shade and went to sleep.

He was awakened by something foreign. He didn't know exactly what it was, what sound had opened his eyes, but it was something, something which should not have been there. Something spooked him even though Roan showed no sign except for ears listening, standing upward and rotating. Ross prepared for the worst by loosing his rifle from its scabbard and putting it nearby to the pommel of his saddle. The saddle, if need be, would be used as a wall facing outward to a shooter. Ross untied the hammer of his pistol and reached into his bags and got out some readily available caps and balls as well as a handful of ammunition for his Henry. He thought it unlikely anyone would try to get rid of him here but he would take no chances. Whatever was coming should not be there and he would be ready.

Soon he heard the rustling of the brush nearby and then caught sight of a man on foot with a gun in his hand. Ross waited until the man was close by before saying to him, “If you're not ready to use the gun, you better get rid of it.”

The man, who was facing slightly away from him, tried to look around and see where Ross was. As he levered a round into his rifle, a sound unmistakable in the silence of the desert, Ross said, “I told you to get rid of the gun. I won't tell you again.” Ross's sense of what the man would do was of no use in the situation. If the man tried something, Ross would not hesitate to shoot. He couldn't. If he hesitated it would be his last moments on earth from all outward appearances.

The man knew he was in deep trouble if he tried anything. He gently laid his pistol on the ground and stood up with his hands well away from his body and said, “Why so jumpy, Pilgrim, I mean you no harm. I am just a lonely traveler.” It was evident he still didn't know exactly where Ross was located.

“Why have you been skulking around then, Mister?”

“Just being careful, that's all. Got any coffee on?”

“You well know I ain't got no fire going here. What kind of trouble are you in Mister so you figure to steal someone's horse, maybe the rest of their gear?”

“Why Pilgrim I had no such intent. You hurt my feelings.” The man's hands had slowly begun to move downward to his hips as he had been talking. Now his right hand snaked quickly behind him and as he turned produced another six shooter which he quickly aimed in Ross's general direction and fired just as quickly. The round he fired missed Ross by a foot or more, but Ross's rifle barked almost simultaneously. The big 44-40 round entered the man's body just below his right rib cage. It ranged through both his lungs on its way out of his body just under his left arm pit. It nicked the heart but did not destroy his vital organ. It did not hit any arteries but the damage to the lungs was serious and instantaneous. The man dropped to his knees, said, “Oh shit” and then rolled in the dirt onto his back. He dropped the second gun upon being hit. Ross went to him slowly and carefully, watching the man's hands the whole time.

As Ross drew near, the man said to him, “I think you done for me, Pilgrim. I think I am lung shot. Could you stay with me for a time, please?” Ross nodded his head and sat down. It was very evident to Ross the man did not have much time left to live. He had no intention of being cruel to the man but he had to ask why all this had happened. “Why the hell didn't you do what I said, man?” asked Ross. “This did not have to happen to you. I didn't want to have to shoot you.” Ross watched the man labor to breathe, waited until the man could answer and again asked him what the hell he was thinking.

The man said “My name is George Martin. I robbed a stage southwest of here but my horse got shot. I been walking for two days, looking for someone with a horse. I just could not walk any more. And I think maybe there is a posse after me. I'm sorry about all this.” Martin was laboring to breathe by that point and tt was all he could get out. He was almost gasping for breath already.

Ross asked the man, “Why the hell did you rob the stage? They don't carry money.”

“I didn't know they didn't have any money, so I tried. But here I am, and here you are. I am done for.” Martin coughed several times and some frothy blood appeared in the coughing spell. Ross knew the man was going to live only a short time longer. He propped the man up with his hands and leg and turned him slightly, so the man could see the setting sun in the west. Ross thought it was a beautiful sight, but sad to have this interfere with the day's ending. It was slightly overcast and the vista of the desert was truly beautiful. He asked if the man was comfortable, to which Martin merely nodded.

“Do you have any people you want me to try and contact, Mr. Martin?”

“No, I ain't never been married, I may have a bastard son somewhere but I have no idea where he is. I left home in Missouri a long time ago. I think my folks back there are all dead by now. I have a brother somewhere but I don't know where. But thanks Pilgrim, thanks a lot for the offer. Would you put some rocks on me please, so the coyotes and buzzards won't get me.”

“Sure.” As Ross responded, the man died. Ross picked up his pistols. One of them was the new type of pistol which fired a .45 caliber cartridge. It could be loaded a lot faster and seemed to be more accurate than the old Navy Colt pistols. Ross decided to keep it, though the man had no extra ammunition for it. The other pistol the the man had laid down was almost identical to that Ross was carrying. Its action worked, and it was loaded. Ross fired off a round to make sure it would fire, then reloaded it and stuck it into his bags with the other pistol. Martin had very little money on him. Ross relieved him of what little he had. Martin had no food or tobacco and no kit other than his pistols. Ross pulled some dirt over Martin's body, covered it with rocks, said the Lord's Prayer which he had memorized as a boy, loaded his stuff onto Roan and left the spot.

As he rode away from where Martin was buried he wondered if a similar situation would bring about his ending, just another lump in the dirt of the desert after a brief shootout. As he rode he thought about how difficult and short life was, then thought to himself he wouldn't change anything he had been or done. He left the death of another to God to sort out and rode on. Roan was not anxious to move on but when Ross urged him forward Roan made no horse's protest either.
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