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  Dedication




  To Rosalie, fifty-two years and still counting, this is the story she’s been after me to write.




  Tom Tobin, an illiterate hunter, trader, rancher, Indian fighter and sometimes U. S. Army guide, led a small detachment of soldiers to hunt the Espinosas. He tracked them down, used his Hawken 54 caliber rifle to kill them at long range then cut off their heads. He returned to Fort Garland with the grisly trophies but refused the huge reward for killing them.




  The era of the Mountain Man, the San Luis Valley and events leading to and following the Mexican-American War provide the backdrop for this story of revenge, redemption, repentance and brutality. After the war, Americans took huge tracts of community property lands from the New Mexicans. Was this why Gringos were the targets of the Espinosas?
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  Chapter 1: The Hunt Begins




  The picket gates swing open, rusted hinges screeching in protest. Flickering orange-yellow light from oil lanterns illuminates walls of adobe brick slathered with a thick layer of brown mud. A tan jenny mule with dark brown mane and tail and a brown stripe running down her backbone emerges through the gate and out into the star-lit darkness beyond. Riding the mule is a small man dressed in homespun wool pants, a buckskin shirt and a bearskin coat. He leads a contingent of horse-mounted soldiers. It is an unusual time for a patrol to leave Fort Garland, just after midnight October 12, 1863. The protesting gates close slowly. The interior parade grounds of the fort and a uniformed officer standing, hands on hips, disappear from view.




  Tom Tobin, frontiersman, trapper, hunter, guide, tracker, responded to a summons he received the previous evening. He rode Jen, his favorite mule, from his ranch on Trinchera Creek the six miles to the Fort in the San Luis Valley of Southern Colorado. He leads seventeen men and a boy out into the night. The commander of the fort, Lt. Colonel Samuel F. Tappan, pressed him into service to hunt down the Espinosas who were spreading terror throughout the valley and beyond, robbing and killing indiscriminately.




  Over Tom’s objections, Colonel Tappan insisted that Lieutenant Horace W. Baldwin and fifteen soldiers accompany the tracker. A private citizen, Loring Jinks, happened to be at the fort conducting some business. Anxious to be in on the capture of the desperados, Jinks joined the group but was required to supply his own horse, equipment and supplies. Tobin convinced the Colonel to assign twelve-year-old Juan Montoya to come along.




  “Ah be needin’ some’ne t’ take care o’ m’ mule whilst ah be trackin’ afoot,” he explained.




  Tobin knew the boy and his family well. Juan worked for the quartermaster at the fort and this temporary assignment would mean extra income for the Montoya family, a large one with many mouths to feed.




  * * * *




  The sun peaked over the mountains illuminating the faces of the riders as Tobin led the troops into the western opening to Sangre de Cristo Pass. At the highest point of the pass, Tobin stopped to parley with Lt. Baldwin.




  “Believe ya’ll best rest haar fer ’while. Ah’ll see if’n ah kin cut some track o’ them hombres. Ah’m sartain they come this away.”




  “Probably a good idea, Mr. Tobin, the men are getting tired and the horses could use a rest as well. I’m not comfortable with you going off alone though. I’ll assign some men to go with you.”




  “A’right but they needs t’ take off all that jangles an’ move quiet like. Do ya thank you got somes can do ’er? They need t’ foller me, keep up an’ not spook them varmints.”




  Baldwin called four of his men over.




  “You four accompany Mr. Tobin and follow his instructions to the letter, understood?”




  It was mid-afternoon. Tom followed tracks to the top of a ridge and he spotted a wisp of smoke at the foot of Mt. Lindsey. He dropped back down off the ridge and drew his 0.36 caliber Colt model 1851 Navy revolver from its oxtail holster. He fired two quick rounds, followed by a pause and a third. He doubted that the Espinosas would recognize the signal.




  “Ya all stay here an’ wait fer th’ Lootenen, ah’m gonna flush them two varmints. When th’ rest o’ th’ soldiers git here y’all kin foller me.”




  He proceeded on foot, his rifle in his right hand, loaded and ready. He moved carefully in a broad, mile-wide half circle through a forest of pine then through a thick grove of aspen. The aspens were brilliant, gold leaves falling like spring rain onto his bent back. His moccasins muffled the crunch of the leaves. He moved slowly through the dense woods into a large clearing then spotted two men on horseback, pulling a loaded pack mule. The two were furiously whipping their horses with the free ends of their reins, desperate to reach the protection of a thick grove of pines on the opposite side of the clearing. Tobin brought the Hawken up to fire but lowered it just before the two disappeared into the trees. He was enjoying the hunt too much to end it this quickly. He smiled and sat down to wait.




  Lieutenant Baldwin and the soldiers arrived in the late afternoon.




  “Ah believe we should go back a ways, t’wards th’ pass, an’ camp in th’ canyon,” Tom said.




  “Why on earth should we do that,” asked the Lieutenant?




  “’Cause if’n we go after ’em now they’ll know it an’ keep pushin’ hard an’ prolly get plumb away. If’n we hunker down an’ rest men an’ horses mebe they’ll think they’s safe an’ hole up. I kin track ’em, no trouble, I’ll git ’em Lootenen. Don’t you worry none, I’ll git ’em.”




  “How far back do you want to go?” Baldwin inquired.




  “Ya ’member that crick we crossed some miles back? There be a flat meder there jist off’n the road, good water, plen’y firewood, plen’y grass fer th’ horses. Any noise y’all make won’t carry.”




  “Okay then, let’s move out.”




  When they arrived at the campsite Tom had in mind they found it occupied by Tom Burns a freighter who was returning from Denver to his home in Canon City. His heavy freight wagon, pulled by four strong looking draft horses, was half-full of goods.




  Tobin knew Burns for several years and trusted him. The two came up with an idea and called Lt. Baldwin over to where they were squatting, warming their hands at a small fire.




  “Got us a idée, Lootenen. Them was the Espinosas ah spooked earlier fer sartin. Ah recognized Felipe afore they got t’ th’ trees. Ah think they might circle ’round an’ come back this away to throw us off. How ’bout we put some your soldier boys in Tom’s wagon in the mornin’, cover ’em up with his tarp an’ set him on his way? If’n the Espinosas circle ’round an’ spot a wagon wit’ on’y one man it’ll be appetizin’ for ’em. If’n they attack, your boys kin rise up shootin’. Rest o’ us kin trail along behind an’ when we haar some shootin’ come up fast.”




  “That sounds like a good plan if you really think there’s a chance they’ll circle around. But, it will be dangerous for you, Mr. Burns. If they shoot from ambush you could be in real danger.”




  “Sounds like a good plan to me, Lieutenant. I don’t think them Espinosas are good enough shots to get me from very far off and I know this road. I know all the good places for an ambush and will keep a close eye out and keep movin’ around on the seat like I’m gettin’ bounced. Count me in. I’d like to be in on the kill o’ them murderin’ bastards!”




  That evening the camp was a noisy scene, laughter and loud talk. If the Espinosas circled around they would be watching and Tom wanted them to think the soldiers were inept, easy to surprise. In the morning he would lead the troops in the opposite direction that Burns took, then circle around to follow. The Lieutenant split the troops into small groups huddled around several separate cooking fires. Most sat on their bedrolls to eat. Baldwin broke out a bottle of whiskey and gave each man a small portion, to ward off the cold. Tom waved off the offer but Burns partook. The night was clear and the mountain sky brimmed with stars and a sliver of new moon rising. They spread their bedrolls out around the fires.




  * * * *




  The next morning the two Toms maneuvered the wagon so the tailgate faced a steep slope. While they hitched up the horses, seven soldiers slipped quietly under the canvas tarp into the bed of the wagon. Burns started slowly down the Sangre de Cristo Canyon towards Canon City while the company of soldiers, making more noise than was necessary, started back up towards the pass.




  Burns drove slowly down, keeping the brakes of the wagon engaged, as if carrying a heavy cargo. After a mile, he stopped and rested the horses before going slowly down a second mile. He continued in this manner, resting the horses every mile or so until the exit from the canyon was in sight. Either the Espinosas were not in the canyon or they suspected a trap. The seven soldiers were happy to climb out from under the hot tarp and stood in the road as Tobin and the rest of the party came up at a lope.




  “Well, it whar a good idée, but ah reckon them Espinosas wharn’t goin’ to take the bait,” Tom announced. “Could be they’re up on that peak over yonder.” He motioned with a slight indication of his head. “From up thar ya kin see most of this haar part of the road, so’s they’d know we planned t’ ambush ’em. Lootenen, I’m gonna take you an’ your boys over t’ards the north side of the canyon here. They’s a branch of the crick runs down from the pass that cain’t be seen from that there peak. We’ll follar that and maybe get a jump on ’em tommaree.”




  “Well, that was a good idea of yours, Tom,” said Burns. “I expect the Espinosas are a might wary but I’ll bet on you gettin’ them before too long.”




  “Thankee, Tom, ah ’preciate that. Oh, we’ll git ’em a’right, if’n not t’day, soon.”




  What Tobin didn’t tell his friend, or Lieutenant Baldwin, was that he had allowed the Espinosas to get away and had now given them more time. He was enjoying the hunt and they had only been at it for two days. He didn’t tell anyone that he had just caught a glint of sun light reflecting from some metal near the peak of the mountain he had indicated. He was certain the Espinosas were watching. The chase was getting more interesting.




  Tobin led the troops into the thick undergrowth; his mule and the horses forced their way through until they reached the parallel branches of the creek falling from the summit of the pass. Between the two running waters, the forest was less dense, the way to the pass filled with rocks and large boulders. They carefully picked their way through single file. Tobin’s mule did not have any problems but some of the horses struggled. Not infrequently, a horse stumbled and three of them almost went down, but all managed to right themselves as they made their way slowly up. It was almost evening when they reached a flat area less than two hundred yards from where the road topped the pass. That night they camped without fires.




  Chapter 2: The Brotherhood




  Fray Niero Tomas Espinosa’s parents were among the thirty-four Genizaro families to whom Governor Tomas Velez Capuchin granted land on the Abiquiu mesa in 1754. Raiding Ute Indians killed his parents and carried off all of his older brothers and sisters when he was ten years old.




  Genizaros were detribalized Indians, individuals captured by one of the predatory tribes roaming the area that now comprises Colorado, New Mexico, Utah and Arizona. The predators were wandering hunter-gatherers, the Utahs or Utes, Apaches, Navajos, Pawnees, Kiowa and Comanche. These tribes engaged in frequent acts of intertribal warfare, killing warriors and capturing women and children. They traded or sold some of the captured children to Hispanic settlers who used them as servants, shepherds or laborers. The nomadic predators also raided settled agricultural communities, including fixed village Indians and Mexican settlements. The predators did not kill all the adults or carry off too many children for slaves. They were therefore able to return at some future date for additional captives. The predation was also part of their survival strategy. They adopted some captured children into the tribe, thereby expanding the gene pool. Sometimes they traded slaves to other tribes, or sold to Spanish or Mexican settlers. These practices had a long history, predating the arrival of Mexican and Anglo settlers to the area.




  The granting of land to male genizaros was a calculated tactic. Since many were originally natives of a predatory tribe, or had been with them long enough to learn their ways prior to being sold, they tended to be strong warriors. They had significant incentive to stick it out as new frontier settlers, since it was a means to gain their freedom and acquire their own land, property, and a much richer life than that endured by the frequently starving predator tribes. The genizaro populated outlying communities providing a barrier for the citizens of Mexico against the depredations of the savages.




  Young Niero was the third son and fifth child of an Apache father, sold into slavery when he was thirteen. His father remembered and often told his children of the difficult life he led when still a free roaming member of a small family tribe often lacking enough to eat, sleeping in the open, cold and wet in the winter, hot and often thirsty in the summer.




  Niero’s Kiowa mother, Maria, became a Comanche captive when only four years old. She was nine when sold to the same Spanish family who owned his father. The Espinosa family lived in Santa Fe and had farm property in the Rio Grande valley. Niero’s father was Tomas de los Espinosas (of the Espinosas).Tomas worked in the fields. When Maria, the Espinosas house servant, reached puberty, she was married to Tomas to bring more slaves into the Espinosa household. The young couple became genizaros with the opportunity to own their own plot of land in the new Abiquiu settlement. They were thus able to pay the Espinosas for their freedom with a percentage of whatever they were able to produce.




  When Abiquiu was attacked the young Niero escaped by hiding in a favorite place he had discovered while playing with his brothers and sisters. With no family left Niero was taken in by the church. The fathers sent him to the Tridentine Seminary of the Diocese of distant Durango to be educated for the priesthood. While thus occupied he learned the teachings of Cardinal Baronius who, amongst many other writings said:




  “Flagellation is the praiseworthy custom of the faithful castigating themselves with whips made for that purpose.” (This is the usual translation from the Spanish.)




  Niero felt guilty for not sharing the fate of his siblings and his guilt drove him to embrace the teachings of Cardinal Baronius. After being ordained in 1772, he returned to Abiquiu. He was twenty-years-old, short and stocky in stature, less than five and a half feet tall, dark skinned and with a distinctly aboriginal countenance; high cheekbones, a broad, aquiline nose and rounded face. He wore his black hair just above the shoulders. He was the junior of three priests in Abiquiu and assigned to a circuit of outlying settlements. He ministered to the faithful and continued to strive for pious behavior by flagellating himself on a regular basis.




  Fray Niero held his many impious thoughts at bay for over twenty years, eventually becoming the senior cleric. Then he rescued an Apache girl in early puberty by purchasing her from a group of Pawnees who came to Abiquiu to trade. He put the girl to work in the church rectory where she trained as a servant and cook. Close proximity and vulnerability eventually conspired and Niero took the girl to bed, with some regularity.




  The result of this impious activity was Pedro Ignasio Espinosa, born in 1794. Fray Niero never denied nor admitted parenthood and the Apache girl refused to learn Spanish or try to communicate, so Pedro’s father was unknown. Fray Niero explained to his congregation that the infant must have a name so he gave him his. The mother continued to serve and raised her child without speaking to him. Niero taught the boy to speak and eventually to read and write. He so enjoyed teaching the child that he opened a school and offered instruction to all children whose parents would send them.




  When he was twelve years old, Pedro’s mother died during a smallpox outbreak. Pedro hired out to the Chaves family who farmed some twenty-five varas of irrigated river bottom and owned forty sheep that they grazed on communal lands. Pedro’s job was to herd the sheep.




  The concept of the community land grant was a Spanish holdover. Individual titles to land in productive river bottoms suitable for irrigation were included in the land grant. These small parcels were deeded property and the owner could sell it. But the land grant also included the right of access to communal lands deeded to the settlement in common. These huge land grants, frequently many thousands of acres, included those lands adjacent to and contiguous with the water drainage that supplied the irrigated fields. They were used equally by all the settlers for grazing, the gathering of firewood, as a source of building materials and for other common purposes.




  The Chaves were kind people who treated Pedro more as a nephew than a hired worker. Their daughter, Maria Gertrudes Chaves, was born in 1804 and Pedro, ten years her senior, became very attached. The family sent Maria to Father Niero’s school where she learned to read and write. Pedro continued his education by borrowing books from Father Niero. Maria frequently joined him in the evenings and they took turns reading aloud to each other. Maria matured and their marriage in 1824 was no surprise. Maria soon gave birth to two babies, the first in 1825 and the second a year later. Both died before reaching their first birthday. In 1827 Felipe Niero Espinosa was born. Two years later a daughter was born, then another son, Jose Vivian Espinosa, born in 1831.




  After Mexico managed to free itself from Spain in 1821 the Church hierarchy in Mexico City summoned the Franciscan, Dominican and Jesuit priests from its provinces and replaced them with secular priests, trying to maintain credibility in response to the political leanings of the new order. The Church was unable to match the number of those called back with an equal number of the new priests so many communities, especially those most secluded, were deprived of resident clergy.




  Fray Niero refused to leave his people. Without renouncing the priesthood, but in danger of arrest by the authorities if he conducted Mass, he continued his school and with others of like mind, including Bernardo Abeyta, organized a lay fraternity of Roman Catholic men. He and his colleagues traveled to isolated communities throughout the region organizing “The Brothers of the Pious Fraternity of Our Father Jesus the Nazarene”. These fraternities, variously known as Los Penitentes, Los Hermanos or the Penitente Brotherhood, embraced the teachings of Cardinal Baronius.




  Fundamental to the religious beliefs of both the wandering and sedentary natives of the region, and indeed, of most of North and South America, was the concept of a single Supreme Being. The aboriginal legends taught that while incarnate the God figure, male or in some cultures female, departed with the promise of returning. When the God did return it would herald the beginning of a messianic millenarian and utopian society. The concept of a virgin goddess was also frequently included in the native belief system along with the belief in a pantheon of lesser, god-like, beings (saints) physically capable of having an effect on the lives of the living. Central to all these belief systems were sacred places dedicated to the honor of the saints and requirements to propitiate these saints by penitential pilgrimages to these sites at regular intervals. Since these precepts fit so well with Spanish Catholic teachings, wise priests needed only to convince conquered and allied native tribes that they were worshiping the same God and saints but with Spanish names.




  Although many of the men in the rapidly organizing Penitente Brotherhoods were illiterate, there were always members who could read and write. The organizers adopted a written constitution formalizing the rules of the order.




  This constitution consisted of ten articles that carefully defined the duties of ten officers. They were: the Hermano Mayor (leader), the Coadjutor was responsible for the care and cleaning of the scourges (disciplinas), the Mandatario (collector) who was the treasurer, the Celador (warden) or sergeant at arms, the Enfermero (nurse) who administered to the members after flagellation and to the community when anyone was ill and the Maestro de Novios (teacher of novices). The latter had a long list of strict guidelines relating to the training of potential new members. The Secretario performed the duties of a scribe. The duties of the Picador: “...is to prick the Brothers, asking of them an ‘Our Father’ or a ‘Hail Mary’ for the relief and rest of the blessed souls in Purgatory (without which they cannot carry out this rule), even to the last Brother, and that also they should be mindful to contemplate the passion and death of Jesus Christ. But he must remember that if, unfortunately, he pricks any one with hatred or for revenge of any insult, and there follows serious damage to the Brother, he will become responsible to God and the Brotherhood.”




  The Rezador (the Prayer called also Rogador) was the prayer leader and the Pitero was: “to play the flute when necessary, or at the demand of any of the brothers, with the permission of the Brotherhood, not as of custom or at his own pleasure.”




  Communities of The Brotherhood formed in almost all of the settlements in Northern New Mexico and Southern Colorado. During the prelude to the Easter celebrations of 1822 Fray Niero, who was soon to die of heart failure, indoctrinated his son, Pedro, as a novice into the Abiquiu Brotherhood. Pedro embraced all aspects of The Brotherhood with enthusiasm and started fulfilling the various roles of leadership.




  After a meeting of The Brotherhood on a cold winter evening in 1840 the Alcalde of Abiquiu, who also was the Hombre Mayor of the Abiquiu Brotherhood, took Pedro aside for a serious talk. The position of Alcalde was a combination of mayor and judge, appointed by the Governor of the territory to represent the central Mexican government.




  “Oye Pedro (Listen Pedro), I know of a nice valley not far from here. Through this valley runs a small stream, the El Rito that empties into the Rio Chama. With the approval of the governor, I am going to make a land grant for ten families to build and make their home in this valley. They will develop the valley for irrigation; there is enough good land for each family to have a hundred varas and share the communal lands on both sides of the valley for as far as a man can walk in one day.”




  “Que quiere Senor? (What do you ask of me, Senor?)”




  “I want you and nine of our brothers to go to this place and make a new pueblo. You will be the Hermano Mayor and you will have first choice of land. It will be you who measures off and marks each plot of land and you who will determine the boundaries of the communal lands.”




  The vara was the standard measure of land in those days, equal to the stride of “an average man”, about one yard. They measured the fields destined to be farmland in varas using the cordel, a standard length of rope either fifty or one hundred varas long. The cordel was stretched tight parallel to the waterway and all the land extending on either side of the waterway for the width of the valley were included in each man’s portion. The Alcalde told Pedro that as the leader he would have the choice of the widest portion of the valley, the largest field. He was also to be responsible for determining the boundaries of the communal lands.




  This is a great honor, Senor; I am very grateful but undeserving. Why should you give me this honor?”




  “You are a good man, Pedro, and a hard worker. You will not be a rich man if you do this for me, but you will be a vecino, a completely free man who owns his own land. This will mean much work for you. You will first make a survey of the land then write the description of the boundaries, stake out the plots for farming, and make a decision about the location of the dam and the course of the irrigation ditches. All of this planning will be your responsibility and you will also be in charge of the work to accomplish all of this.”




  “What will be the cost, Senor?”




  “You and those you and I choose to do this with you will have to supply your own tools and seed. The Pueblo of Abiquiu will arm each man with a musket, powder and lead to make shot. You will start your own new Brotherhood in El Rito and build a morado as soon as possible once you have all built your own houses and harvested your first crop. You and your compadres will each month walk or ride the borders of the communal lands to maintain those borders and affirm your ownership. The Abiquiu Brotherhood will supply for your new pueblo five riding horses, five burros, and forty sheep. You and your compadres must promise to defend the land against the attacks of foreigners, especially the gringos, and against the savages. You will be Abiquiu’s first line of defense against attack from the north. For what the Abiquiu Brotherhood provides, you will pay back ten percent of the annual harvest from your farms and ten percent of the wool from your sheep for ten years. Do you agree to these terms?”




  “Si Senor, you are most generous.”




  “Good, now who do you think should be asked to join you in this venture?”




  They agreed on nine other members of the Abiquiu Brotherhood: Jaime Bernal, his brother Salvador Bernal, Vincente Romero, Ignacio de Leon, Diego de Arguello, Melchor de Vargas, Jacinto Roybal, Ramon Congora and Manuel Sanchez. The Alcalde wrote out a contract that all of the new settlers signed. Vincente Romero could not write his name so signed with his mark, witnessed by Pedro and the Alcalde. Those recruited were all peons without land of their own, working as virtual slaves, happy for the opportunity to own their own property and become free landowners, vecinos, themselves.




  Taking beans and flour for food, their smooth bore muskets and two blankets each, the ten men left for the site of the new settlement in early spring two and a half months later. Along with their guns and machetes, they took along picks, axes, shovels and seed for wheat, corn, squash, peas and beans. Pedro also packed a blank journal in which to record the survey, and pen and ink to make entries. They knew the place where the El Rito emptied into the Rio Chama downstream of Abiquiu. They followed El Rito creek upstream until they reached the valley the Alcalde described. They rode two to a horse; the burros followed carrying packs with all of their equipment and supplies. They travelled along the bluff on the west side of the Arroyo Hondo through which the El Rito coursed. The water they followed, slightly more than a creek, ran from slightly east of north, flowing southwest to the Rio Chama. They skirted the black pine-covered lower slopes of the conical Sierra Negro and climbed out onto the forested mesa on the east side of the canyon. From this vantage point, they saw their valley widen out and curve to the northwest. Where the water reached a flat area and spread out cottonwood and willow trees formed tangled masses.




  The bluffs along which they rode were semi-desert, spotted with patches of black and fringed sagebrush, chokecherry and gooseberries, creosote bush, mesquite and yucca. Prickly pear cactus was abundant as were grama and brome grasses and even some different varieties of wheatgrass. Pedro and his colleagues recognized good grazing for their promised sheep. Down in the canyon they spotted yarrow bushes whose slim green stalks and brilliant white bunches of small blooms were familiar to them. They recognized other plants and bushes but did not know their names. As they travelled, they were able to see the far northern entrance to the valley wedged between Magote Ridge on the west and Valle Grande Peak on the east. Off further east of the Valle Grande the Ortega peaks lifted towards the sky. They were now skirting the La Madera Mountains riding the Vibora Mesa at an altitude of about 7500 feet above sea level. The valley of their future home was about 500 feet below them. El Rito creek hugged the base of steep bluffs along the valley’s eastern edge. Those bluffs rose 450 feet from the water. They passed through groves of pinions and juniper. Farther away, but not too far, on the sides of the mountains protecting their valley, they could see pines, aspen, spruce and fir.




  The edges of the canon on their side became rounded and a less than gentle slope fell toward the valley where the channel of the El Rito spread out. As the sun began to fall behind the mountains to the west the ten men dismounted to view their valley.




  “How big is it, Pedro, do you think? I think it is at least two thousand varas long and maybe two hundred wide there in the middle.” Salvador Bernal pointed, his right arm extended.




  “No, not that long I think, maybe a little over one thousand varas. Where do you think it will be best to put the dam?” Pedro replied.




  An excited discussion took place, everyone wanting the opportunity to express his view. Clearly, they all agreed, the best spot was an area about fifty or sixty varas from where the stream entered the valley, spread out then narrowed again before widening to the valley proper.




  “Then, we’ll dig the irrigation ditches along this side to the west and over there on the east side of the valley then back to the river before it enters the arroyo. Do you agree?” Pedro traced the plan in the chilled evening air.




  “How deep will we have to dig the ditches?” Vincente Romero asked.




  “That we will have to determine once we get the dam built and see how far we need to go down to allow the water to flow. I cannot say, but it will be hard work. In some places we may have to dig out rock, or go around.”




  The older Bernal brother answered, his brother nodding in agreement.




  “We are not afraid of hard work. We have always done hard work. This work will not seem so hard because we are building our own pueblo. We will not longer be peons; we will be vecinos, free men.”




  The ten men made their way down into the valley, making camp for the night in a small meadow, of rice grass and water sedge interspersed with wild onion. The onion contributed a fragrant aroma to their camp. They built a big fire of dead cottonwood branches, drank the sweet clear water from their river and feasted on two rabbits and a wild turkey brought in by the middle-aged Ignacio, their best hunter.




  It became Ignacio’s regular habit to go out before daybreak to provide meat. He hunted deer, elk, buffalo, big horn and pronghorn sheep, squirrels, wild turkey and jackrabbit. He was born a Ute, at home in the mountains, captured at the age of ten and kept by the Comanche until he was fifteen then sold as a slave. He remembered well the hunting skills he learned early.




  Pedro added to their feast of celebration with a half dozen trout he caught from the river using grasshopper larvae as bait and the fishhooks and line he added as an afterthought when he packed.




  * * * *




  The next morning Pedro and Jaime Bernal used the cordel to measure off a thousand varas along the course of the river, downstream of the site they all agreed upon for a dam. The rest of the men built a small monument of loose rocks at the edge of each corner and drew lots for each allocation. They had all agreed, when they signed the contract with the Alcalde, that Pedro would have his choice of location and, as expected, he choose the hundred varas at the widest part of the valley, thus becoming the largest landowner. All the men were satisfied with this arrangement since he was their Hermano mayor and was, at least partially, responsible for each of them being included in the new pueblo.




  That same afternoon they started stacking rocks and branches close to the dam site. While they worked, they discussed how to survey their communal lands. They decided that Pedro and four others would pace off the southern border going east and Melchor de Vargas, their Maestro de Novios, would lead the other four to the west. After a day’s march, marking the trail as they went, they would build a marker as tall as a man and return the following day. De Vargas was to make careful notes describing the land and major landmarks markings as they went out and returned. Pedro would do the same and would then copy everything down in his journal. The day after they were all together once more, they would repeat the process for the northern end of the property. The following days they would travel south, along both the east and west corner boundaries until they reached the first boundary marker. Again, they would mark the trail and establish the boundary so it would be easy to follow from then on.




  Four days later these tasks were completed and each man started clearing his own fields of brush and rocks. They built three two-wheeled carts for the burros to pull. Into the carts, they piled rocks from the fields and stacked them close to the dam site. After three weeks of hard toil, the fields were ready for the plow. All of them had experience building and maintaining diversion dams and irrigation ditches. Pedro led another discussion of how they should construct theirs and then took two of the horses and rode the boundaries of their land for the next two and a half days, carefully adding to his journal more descriptions of topography and markers, natural and man-made. There could be no question of what lands they were defending.




  While Pedro rode the boundaries and completed his journal entries, the others started digging the irrigation ditch. All this time they had lived mostly in the open, only a rude canvas tarp strung between trees to keep the occasional rain off their bedrolls. Once the ditch and diversion dam were finished and water flowing around leaving the stream a mere trickle, they fashioned rough wood plows, hitched the horses, plowed the fields and planted their first crops, carefully flood irrigating the fields so as not to wash away the seed.




  After they finished planting the crops they started building jacals, simple one-room huts, not more than ten feet in diameter, constructed from the ample supply of cottonwood trees from which they cut poles. These poles were set as pickets abutting each other in a trench dug for that purpose. Once all the pickets were placed, the trench was filled in and the space between pickets plastered over with mud. The roof of the jacal was fashioned with small poles; tree limbs and branches laid in layers across each other then covered with six or eight inches of sod. The entrance way was short, less than four feet tall, so an invader would have to bend over, exposing his head when entering. Each jacal had a window facing each of the cardinal directions. Once sheepskin was available, they would cover the windows with parchment. The door was made of rough, ax split planks, attached with leather hinges. Similar wood shutters protected the windows. Close to each jacal, they built a separate, three-sided, kitchen shed with a rock fireplace at the end opposite the opening. They built another closed shed behind each jacal straddling a deep hole, the latrine. Ten men, working together, from dawn to sunset were able to finish each of these small homestead projects in a matter of days. They were now ready to bring their families home.




  Chapter 3: Charles Autobees




  Sarah T. Tate, a tall, chocolate-milk colored mulatoo arrived in St. Louis, wearing a frayed calico dress. She carried the rest of her belongings, including her papers of manumission, in a square of homespun cloth tied into a pouch. Only eighteen, she cared for a sick and obstinate master during his last years. Despite his recalcitrance, he was kindhearted and rewarded her loyalty by freeing her in his will.




  Barefoot, she walked down the gangplank of the steamboat from New Orleans. She travelled on the open deck, hoarding her meager resources. She heard there was work in St. Louis.




  By European standards, she was not attractive, but full figured with an ample bosom, narrow waist, and broad hips. Her bare feet were dirty, the skin on her heels cracked and rough. Her toes were long with broken toenails, but her hands were striking, almost elegant, with long thin fingers. Her fingernails were broken and dirty, but with proper care, her hands would be aristocratic.




  As soon as she cleared the gangway, Sarah stepped to her right to avoid obstructing the path of those following her off the boat. She stopped on the dirt road to look around. It was mid-morning, late in the summer of 1809. The sun warmed her face. The faint scent of flowers blended with that of manure and newly turned earth. Before her stretched two roads, the one she was standing in and another off to her right. Both rose steeply up to the limestone bluff that reached its maximum height off to her right. The bluff sloped gently toward her then ended abruptly in a dirt bank off to her left. No streets fronted on the river but on the bluff, she could see glimpses of traffic on a street running parallel to the river. All the houses faced the street, their backs to the picturesque view.




  The houses were rude constructs of posts sunk three feet into the ground to make the four corners. Between these posts were smaller posts at about three foot intervals. Across the posts were horizontal, rough sawn planks pegged to the posts. The houses were usually only one or two rooms, each room rarely over twelve to fourteen feet on a side, often smaller. Headers fixed by pegs to the top of the posts and joists lay across the headers. Most houses had a simple pitched roof, made with pole rafters covered with smaller poles, branches, twigs and sod. More elaborate houses sported plank roofs covered with split wood shingles. The inside walls of more affluent homes were plastered and whitewashed. Stone fireplaces with large hearths provided a place to cook and a modicum of heat. Floors were dirt, sometimes laid over with wood planks. Outhouses were at least twenty paces from the house, a cold trip in winter.




  Most of the lots were fenced and large enough for a barn or a rough shed to house livestock. The few families of means had, or were building, frame houses of one or two stories with basements and rock wall foundations. The wood for these “homes of importance” was expensive, imported from sawmills on the Ohio River. The most elegant homes were finished inside with lathe work and plastered with a thick mixture of sand, lime and water pressed between the lathes. After this coat dried thoroughly, another layer of thinner plaster, the workers applied and finally a layer of lime putty, smoothed and, after it dried, painted or papered.




  Sarah struggled up the steep incline to the street above and saw a second bluff rising up in the distance. A dozen or so of the town’s twelve hundred inhabitants meandered past. A few stared but most ignored her. There were two mercantile stores on opposite corners of the intersection. She chose the one closest and went through the open doorway. Inside, on either side of the door, there were high stacks of burlap bags with a handwritten sign advertising two dollars a pound. She was unable to read the writing but understood that whatever was in the sacks it was for sale for two dollars. The room wasn’t large, maybe fourteen by sixteen feet. Stacks of merchandise that reached above her head covered the rough plank floor. Small alleyways moved circuitously between the stacks. The owner stood behind a counter in front of floor to ceiling shelving crammed with other goods for sale.




  “Yes, Girl, can I help you?”




  “Yes, sir, ah hopes so. Does you know of a place where a body can find work?”




  “What kind of work do you do?” he asked.




  “Oh, mos’ anythin’, ah cooks, ah cleans, ah does th’ laundry, ah kin hoe de garden, mos’ anythin’.”




  “Well, Girl, you are in luck. My missus and I have been looking for a girl to do all those things. What’s your name?”




  “I’se be Sarah Tissman Tate,” she said proudly, “an’ ah kin write m’name.”




  “That’s fine, Sara. You stand right there and I’ll get the missus. She’ll decide if you’ll do.”




  Sarah made a good impression on the mistress and they hired her. They provided her with a partly empty storeroom, a cotton mattress on the floor, and a chamber pot. She took her meals in the kitchen after serving the childless couple. Sarah worked from the time the sun came up in the morning until long after dark and earned two dollars a week plus her food and a place to sleep.




  Shortly after the New Year started, Sarah was stacking some newly arrived merchandise in a corner of the cold store. A man opened then slammed the door shut behind him. She stared for a moment and then recognized a familiar face. It was Francois Autobees. A friend in New Orleans introduced them a year earlier.




  They greeted each other warmly. Francois was a half-breed, born in Nova Scotia, the son of a French soldier and an Indian squaw of unknown heritage. He was a waterman, working the river, doing anything that required a strong back and little imagination. He was charming, always in good humor, a happy man, content. He was tall, nearly six feet, broad of shoulder, narrow of hip and as dark skinned as she. They communicated in a language unique, part bayou English, part French that involved many hand motions. After a brief courtship, they were married in the Catholic Church. Early in 1812, they bore a son christened Charles. When Charles was only three years old, Francois drowned while working for a logging contractor floating logs down the St. Lawrence River.




  Sarah was one of only three freed slaves in a town with a populace divided into black slaves and mostly poor white slave owners. There was also a small population of even poorer native Indians, most of them addicted to alcohol. These poor souls would do any kind of work for their next taste. She managed to support herself and Charles by doing the most menial work.




  Bartholomew Tobin called himself Bartlett. He was an illiterate Irish immigrant who made his way to St. Louis sometime in 1819. He had no special skills but did arrive in St. Louis with a small store of capital. He bought a lot with a house and a barn on North Church Street where he boarded horses owned by General William Clark, Superintendent of Indian Affairs.




  Bartlett earned most of his livelihood by working as a common laborer. On May 23 of 1820, he loaned a man by the name of David Hill fourteen dollars and thirty-three cents. Hill didn’t repay the amount at the appropriate time and Bartlett petitioned the court for redress. It took several hearings to decide the matter but on December 20 of 1820, court records show Tobin awarded fourteen dollars and ninety-three cents, sixty cents of interest.




  Sarah was still attractive, proud, and although illiterate, very intelligent. She was also industrious and a catch for the hard drinking Irishman. When he married her in 1822, the tax rolls of St. Louis showed her as the owner of three head of meat cattle with a total value of twenty-four dollars. When she and Tobin married both she, and the now ten-year-old Charles, became “white” as members of the substantial and close-knit Irish immigrant population of the town.




  On March 15 of 1823, Sarah bore another son, christened Thomas Tate Tobin. Two years later, she had a daughter, Catherine. Bartlett was a serious drinker and a mean drunk. Sarah was a conscientious and protective mother. September 20, 1823, when Thomas was only six months old, Bartlett, who was out of work and out of sorts, came home from his favorite saloon drunk. Eleven-year-old Charles was sitting on the dirt floor of the one-room house playing with a piece of wood, pretending it was a boat.




  “What you doin’ with that stick, boy; what’s that noise you makin’ supposed to be?”




  “It’s m’ keelboat, Pa, just goin’ for a ride up th’ river.”




  “Don’t be callin’ me Pa. I ain’t yer Pa.”




  “But Mama tol’ me ah should call you Pa.”




  “Don’t you sass me, boy.” He raised his arm to strike young Charles, who jumped to his feet and ran out outside.




  Sarah, busy at the hearth with a boiling pot of beans including some scraps of meat, listened without saying anything, but when Charley ran out the door with Tobin in pursuit, she ran after them.




  Bartlett caught Charley in the street in front of the house and punched him twice on the side of his head. Sarah yanked Bartlett away from the boy, grabbing his raised arm as he was about to deliver a third blow. He turned on her and beat her severely in front of at least six witnesses. A constable arrived on the scene and hauled Bartlett off to jail. The next month at his trial all six witnesses testified about what they had seen and heard. The jury found him guilty of assault and battery and he paid a fine of ten dollars.




  Charles never went to school and started running errands for pay when he was seven or eight years old. He began working as a common laborer after he turned eleven. Like his mother, he was hard working, intelligent and industrious.




  In 1827, Sarah finally had enough of her abusive husband. Charles was now fifteen and big enough to protector her from Bartlett and did so on several occasions. Sarah and Bartlett legally separated and sold most of their common property for a hundred dollars. They divided the money and other assets. Bartlett took his belongings and boarded a boat heading up the Mississippi River. He got off in Galena, Illinois where, after a series of misadventures, mostly the result of strong drink, he eventually died a lonely and destitute man.




  Sarah was on her own again in St. Louis, but now she had three children to take care of. With Bartlett no longer the provider, Charles was their major source of income. He took every job he could find but his wages were meager. To add to their woes the little family lost their “white” status.” The community considered Sarah and her children “free colored”. Sarah took whatever work she could find, including preparing the dead for burial by hiring out to wash and dress them in shrouds she sewed herself.




  On March 8, 1827, General William Ashley advertised in the St. Louis newspaper for fifty men to join an expedition to the mountains. Fifteen-year-old Charley presented himself at Ashley’s house. All of St. Louis was abuzz with the news after General Ashley returned the previous fall with one hundred and twenty-three packs of beaver. A year’s work by the new business he formed in partnership with Jedediah S. Smith, David E. Jackson and William L. Sublette had brought in almost sixty-five thousand dollars worth of pelts. The General was sending a supply caravan and new recruits to the mountains. Charley stood in the front room of the two-story house before the desk of a bundled up clerk. The clerk ignored him while transferring information from bills of lading into a large ledger.




  The clerk finally looked up, irritated with the loutish looking youth who had yet to say anything.




  “Yes, what is it you want?”




  “Ah hears you’s lookin’ fer men to go up river and trap fer fur.”




  “Yes, that’s correct, but men not boys.”




  “Ah kin do the work of any man and ah’m still a growin’. Be able to do more by spring.”




  The clerk studied Charley with more interest, detecting determination and native intelligence. He saw a broad shouldered young man nearly six feet tall, heavy bones, and a powerful physique. The boy’s skin was dark, obviously some Negro blood, with a wide mouth and thin lips. His nose was thin at the bridge, wide at the nostrils, his head a narrow, elongated oval. Thick black hair, Indian hair, hung to just above his shoulders. Someone had chopped off his hair, probably with a knife rather than a scissors.




  “Wait here, General Ashley is upstairs. I’ll go see if he wants to talk to you.”




  A few minutes later, a slender man of medium height with a narrow face, prominent nose and a jutting chin strode into the room ahead of the clerk.




  “So, you think you want to be an engage’, a fur trapper, work for us, young man?”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Do you know what you will be getting into? It’s a hard life, living in the open, wet cold work. You won’t always get enough to eat and could be attacked and killed by Injuns most any time. You say you’re strong; let me feel your arm.” Charley flexed his left bicep when Ashley grabbed it.




  “Yes, you seem powerful enough. The job doesn’t pay much. For someone with no experience like yourself you would get one hundred dollars a year and you have to sign on for two years. After we reach the trapping grounds, you’ll split off to trap as a member of a small party. The company will supply you with two shirts, two pair of pants, a warm coat, four knives, an axe, pots and pans, five pounds each of salt, coffee, and flour, a pound of sugar, three plugs of tobacco, a flintlock rifle with powder, extra flints, a bullet mold, lead bars and eight beaver traps. You’ll also get a saddle, a packsaddle, and a riding horse and a pack mule. The traps, saddles, horses and mules will be on loan as long as you work for us. If you decided to stay in the mountains and want to keep them you’ll have to pay for them in pelts at the going mountain rate. How does all that sound to you?”




  “I heard tell you were payin’ men a hundred an’ ten.”




  “Well, that’s true, but that’s for men with experience. You don’t fit that mold.”




  “A’right, then a hunderd ’ll do. Can you pay my Ma the salary here in St. Louis?”




  “All of it?”




  “Yes sir, I can live well enough on all of that what you said, I reckon. Ah ’spect ah won’t have no use fer money in th’ wilderness.”




  “That’s true enough, unless you want to buy some liquor once you’re there.”




  “Reckon not, sir, my step Daddy drunk enough for everyone in our family. I don’ mind what others do but fer m’self I don’t need no strong spirit. Saw what it did to Mr. Tobin.”




  “Well, young man, we’ll see how long that lasts. What’s your name?”




  “Charles Autobees, sir.”




  “Autobees huh, got any kin working as traders on the Missouri?” Ashley asked. “What’s your Pa’s name?”




  “Francois were his name, died on the St. Lawrence when I were three. Momma never told me ’bout any of his kin.”




  “Well, never mind, there’s a passel o’ half-breed Autobees on the river, most of ’em related in some way. You think you can handle the wilderness, son; can you shoot a rifle?”




  “I reckon so, prolly. Kin shoot a scattergun, killed ducks and such, never shot a rifle, but I kin hit a running rabbit with a sling shot.”




  “That so, well if you can do that I reckon we can teach you to shoot a rifle well enough. Got any spunk in you, can you fight?”




  “I kin fight when I have to,” Charley responded.




  Ashley produced a contract from a pocket. “We’ll be leaving the twelfth of April; will you be ready to go then?”




  “Yes, sir, but ah cain’t read. What do that paper say?” Charley asked.




  “It says everything I told you about the deal earlier, one hundred dollars a year that we will pay to your mother plus all the equipment and animals I told you about.”




  “If you say so, and that’s your word, here’s my hand on it.”




  Charley spit on his palm and extended his hand to Ashley who took it. Ashley then reached over the desk and took up a pen.




  “What’s your mother’s name and where does she live? I’ll write it on the contract.”




  Charley told him and he wrote it down.




  “Sarah Tobin, I think I met your mother. She’s a tall woman, mulatoo, right? She came in and got my wife ready to be buried a few years back.”




  “Could be,” said Charley, “she do that fer folks.”




  “You understand you have to show up and stay with the company for a year before we give your mother the wages, don’t you,” asked Ashley. “Can’t pay you for work that’s not yet done.”




  “Any chance you can give her some after I be gone for six months? She’s gonna have a hard time of it with two young’ns to feed.”




  Ashley thought for a moment then smiled; doing something for the family could prove to be good politics and he was already thinking about a run for Governor.




  “I can do that; I’ll give it to her every six months as long as you work for the company.”




  “Thankee, Sir, you’s a gentleman and ah takes yer word fer it.”




  “Can you sign your name, Charley?”




  “No, Sir, never larned.”




  “Okay, make your mark right here.” Ashley pointed to a spot at the bottom of the contract. “Mr. Smith, my clerk who you met this morning, will witness you making your mark and then I’ll sign. Smith,” he called out, “will you please come over here and serve as witness for Mr. Autobees mark?”




  * * * *




  On April 12, forty-six men and supplies valued at $22,447.40 left St. Louis by keelboat en route to Independence, Missouri. General Ashley also took a four-pound cannon and when they reached Independence, he secured the cannon to the bed of a two-wheeled wagon pulled by two mules.




  While the men and supplies moved up the Missouri River, two of Ashley’s men, James Bruffee and Hiram Scott, were shoeing horses and mules for the trip facing them. Most of the animals were already Ashley’s property but his agents also purchased a dozen or so new animals.




  Charley was familiar with keelboats, having worked as a stevedore, but had never actually travelled on one. The boat he boarded was seventy feet long and sixteen feet across at its widest point. The cargo hold was four feet deep and covered by a box-like structure that ended some twelve feet shy of both the bow and stern. Slightly forward of the center of the cargo box was a tall mast. Attached to the top of the mast was a hawser, the cordelle. This heavy manila rope passed through a brass ring attached by a short rope to the bow. Having the rope thus attached to the bow enabled the men pulling the boat from the shore to have some control over the path of the boat through the water. With the cordelle attached to the high mast, they were able to flip the rope over the brush along the bank. A man in the stern controlled the rudder. Ashley divided the men into two groups of twenty-two. They took turns pulling the boat in two-hour shifts while strung out along the bank of the river. After pulling his first shift, Charley squatted, resting, on the deck of the boat. A young man sat down heavily next to him.
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