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Incident at Yreka Flats

By Paxton Riddle

Link River, near Yreka, California, 1852

Harley stared down at the gravel remains in his Long Tom and spat.  “Gawdamn. Nothin’.”  

Piney whined, “We been here nigh two months and ain’t got more than fifty dollars for our trouble.  I told ya we shudda stayed where we was at.” 

“I don’t wanna hear that shit.  It’s too damned crowded down state and I know there’s gold up here.  Got to be.”

“I don’t know, Harley,” Piney drawled.  “Down to Hangtown we made fifty dollars a day.”

“Yeah, and we was robbed near every time we tried to get it to the ass-say office too, didn’t we?” 

Piney brooded a moment.  “Well, I tried to tell you them Spanish boys what robbed us was sneaks, but you wouldn’t listen.”  

Harley stopped work and scowled.  “Cowflops!  You didn’t say nothin’ of the sort.”

“Well, I hinted at it,” Piney said, stretching the “well” a few extra syllables.

Harley’s voice raised a notch. “Well, hintin’ at somethin’ ain’t the same as sayin’ somethin’.”  He spit another stream of tobacco juice and squinted at Piney.  

Piney knew not to push Harley too far.  He had a mean-dog temper and he could never be sure what Harley might do.  He once watched Harley pick up a shovel and beat another miner so badly, the man lost his sight in one eye and had to use crutches to get around.  He beat the man because he had disagreed with Harley about which booze was better: gin or rye.

Harley spit another glob, this time near Piney’s boot.  The little man’s jabbering could get tiresome.  The duo had been partners ever since Harley got him out of a tight spot four years ago.  When Piney’s last two partners decided their gold would divide easier between two men than three, they beat Piney severely, stole his gold, and left him for dead.  Harley found him and nursed him back to health. 

Harley had needed a partner — the right kind of partner.  He needed a man who would take orders and who could cook.  Piney offered the right combination.  Never comfortable making his own decisions, he preferred someone make them for him.  He admired Harley and was beholden to him for saving his life.  Whatever Harley did, Piney went along.

Harley was from Heber Springs, Arkansas.  His mother, Matilda, was a “fallen dove”, so Harley never knew his father.  As a child he often asked his mother’s men friends, “Are you my daddy?”  He was often rewarded with a boxed ear. 

“Piney, get another bucket-full and put it in the Tom.  We just might get a little gold outta here today if you stop flappin’ your lips and start workin’.”

The meager output of their claim roused Harley into a spiteful mood.  He squatted down to inspect the riffle box at the end of the Long Tom.  Again, the contents revealed only small bits of mica and creek gravel.

Piney returned from the creek and poured in another bucketful.  Both men watched the water wash the dirt and sand through the sieve at the far end of the Tom.  Harley churned the water with his fingers.

“‘Bout time for dinner, ain’t it Harley?”  Piney asked.   “I’m gettin’ powerful hungry.”

“You’re always hungry,” Harley growled.

“Well, we ain’t et since sunup.”  

Harley loosed a frustrated sigh.  “Awright, awright.  Fry up some of that bacon ‘fore it goes bad on us.”

Piney’s face lit up.  “I’ll have us some in two shakes.”   He jogged over to their pack mule and retrieved the bacon, whistling to himself.   Piney was happy for the chance to put a little distance between himself and Harley, considering Harley’s mood.  

Piney Hobbs hailed from west Texas where he performed poorly at every job he tried.  His parents were poor dirt farmers who barely eked out a subsistence.  Piney’s father drank heavily to drown his disappointment and failures, and Piney bore the brunt of his father’s anger.  When Piney was ten years old, his father was killed by a young Commanche warrior seeking revenge for his own father’s death at the hands of the Texas Rangers.  Since then, Piney’s family were virulent Indian haters, something he and Harley had in common.  

Just last week Harley explained, “In this world, Piney, there’s a peckin’ order.  At the top you got white men, who are the smartest.  Next you got Mormons who are only half-smart ‘cause they’re damned devil worshipers.  Then you got Chinamen and Irishmen who can’t run their own countries so they come over here and make trouble.  Next, you got Injuns.  Only things they know are killin’ and scalpin’.  They’re all skulkin’ liars and thieves.  Last, you got the niggers.”

Piney moved to the other side of the mule and fished out a rusted, greasy cast-iron skillet.  It slipped from his grasp and fell directly on his big toe.  “Jesus, oh Jesus, gawddamn, Christ on a cross!” he wailed as he limp-danced around the camp.  Tears welled up in his eyes as he spouted a goodly amount of colorful curses.

“What the hell happened?” shouted Harley.  

Piney couldn’t answer; he just kept up his dance of agony around the camp.  

“Well piss on you then,” groused Harley.  He watched Piney’s dance a while longer, his face reddening.  “You’re dumber than a post, you know that Piney?  I never seen a more clumsier man in my en-tire life.”

The pain temporarily overcoming his fear of Harley,  Piney yelled back, “Yeah?  Well if it weren’t for me you wouldn’t have nothing in that fat belly of yours, neither!”

* * *

Hidden in the tree line just west of the miner’s camp, Slow Eyes and Big Hand almost suffocated themselves trying to keep from laughing out loud at the antics in the camp.  The Shasta boys heard about the white miners and came to see these strange people for themselves.  They had been warned by their elders not to approach the white men, but this only made the quest more exciting.  They had been watching the miners for the past hour as they ran water through a long trough and sorted through dirt and rocks —a useless and perplexing activity, the boys thought.  

“My uncle was right,”  said Slow Eyes.  “They are strange.”

“Why do you suppose they play with rocks and water?  It does not make food or clothing,” wondered Big Hand.

  Slow Eyes shrugged.  “They do not even store the water for drinking.”

“Perhaps it is a water blessing ceremony,” suggested Big Hand.


The fifteen-year-olds were told by their elders that, initially, the Shastas welcomed the white visitors and traded with them, believing they were few and were useful trading partners.  But the whites poured in and extended their hunting deeper and deeper into the Shasta homeland in order to feed their growing horde.  The boys had overheard men arguing in the village about how it was now harder to find game in the forests and fish in the streams.  Big Hand’s grandmother, a medicine woman, complained the town’s livestock had trampled or eaten many of her healing herbs and roots.

  But these were things adults worried about.  The boys wanted to talk to these men themselves to find out what they were doing and to see how long they planned to stay in Shasta country.  Also, the miners may have good things for trade.  Better yet, they might let them get a closer look at the long guns propped up against the wooden thing.

“Perhaps they make a canoe,”  Slow Eyes guessed.

“No; too small for a man to ride in.”  

Slow Eyes grunted in half-agreement.

Big Hand had recently received his new name after capturing an eagle on the mountain.  This reflected well on his bravery and hunting skills.  Hunkered down beneath a platform made of an old eagle’s nest reinforced with wooden stakes, he waited two days for an eagle to spot the foot-tied rabbit above.  Once the eagle landed to grasp the bait, Big Hand thrust his hands up through the loosely packed platform and grabbed the eagle’s legs.  The bird’s hooked beak ripped his flesh; his powerful, expansive wings slapped viciously at Big Hand’s face and head.  But Big Hand survived the ordeal and was honored that evening with the eagle ceremony.  There, he received his first eagle feather from his uncle, a respected warrior and elder of the tribe.  At the ceremony he received his new name, a name that marked his transition from boy to man.  Big Hand had never felt such pride as his father tied the tail feather to his hair.  All his relatives were there to witness the event, including Slow Eyes.

While Big Hand excelled at everything — games, hunting, riding — Slow Eyes rated just below average.  He accepted his cousin’s prominent abilities with good grace.  He was happy just being Slow Eyes.  Nearsighted from an early age, he often did not see game everyone else saw on the hunts.  Hence, his name.

The boys watched a moment longer, waiting for the funny miner to finish his dance.  Once he settled down and started cooking, Big Hand looked at Slow Eyes.  “It is time.  Stay close and let me do the talking.  We must not startle them.  Be sure to smile — a lot,” he added in afterthought.  With these instructions, the boys stepped out into the clearing.

Hearing a noise to his left, Harley was surprised to see the two Indian boys appear from the tree line.  Without looking directly at the boys, he eyed Piney.  “Psst. Piney, look yonder.  We got company.”  

Piney looked over his shoulder and saw the boys.  The two miners were experienced enough with Indians to distinguish dangerous ones from friendly ones.  The boys were not painted for war and stood out in plain sight.  If they had wanted to kill the miners they could easily have done so from behind the tree line.

Harley grinned at the boys, then looked at Piney and quickly arched his eyebrows several times.  Piney got the message, grinned back, and waved the boys into camp.  The boys looked at each other, then cautiously approached the two miners.

Slow Eyes thought the men smelled bad, so he did not get too close.  He remembered his uncle saying this was the case with whites.  They did not go to the river each day like the Shastas.

Harley made a sign of friendship and greeted them in Chinook.  “Klow howya.”

Big Hand returned the greeting.

Harley asked them if they would like something to eat.  Big Hand replied they would.  Sharing food with strangers was always good manners.  Big Hand started to feel better about the miners.  

Piney man put the skillet on the fire, threw in several strips of fatty bacon and motioned for all to sit.  Introductions were made.  Big Hand spoke first.  “We have been watching you, but we do not understand what you do here.”

Piney replied, “We are looking for this.”  He held up a small nugget.  

“The yellow rock?”  Big Hand said, puzzled.  

“Oh, it’s a lot more than that.  White people use it to trade with.” 

This verified in Big Hand’s mind that whites were indeed an enigma.  Who would trade something of value for a rock?

The bacon ready, the group sat around the campfire and enjoyed the repast in silence.  Slow Eyes and Big Hand found the meat salty and pungent, but politeness required them to eat it.  The boys kept eyeing the rifles propped up against the strange wooden thing.  Harley walked over, selected one of the guns and brought it back.  

“You want to try it?” he asked Slow Eyes.  

Slow Eyes grinned and took the rifle, surprised at the heft of it.  Moving his hands over the cool steel barrel and the smooth oiled stock, he marveled at the two-arm length of the barrel.

“Yessir,” the little man grinned.  “A gen-u-ine Springfield, .69 caliber buffalo rifle.”

Harley sat and smiled.  Piney took over the instruction.  “Here boy, pay attention now.”  Slow Eyes snapped his attention from the gun to Piney.  “See that branch there, just above that fork?” he asked, pointing to a dead tree fifty yards away.

Slow Eyes nodded.

“See if you can hit it.”

Slow Eyes raised the rifle to his shoulder and Piney continued the instruction, shouting them as if Slow Eyes were deaf or stupid.

“Look down the barrel, here.  Put this thing — they call that the sight — on the branch and pull the trigger,” Piney directed, adding out of the corner of his mouth to Harley, “You dumb sumbitch.”  

Harley snickered.  

Slow Eyes took careful aim and pulled the trigger.  Since he was not told how to correctly place the stock into his shoulder, the heavy caliber rifle slammed into his shoulder like a bear’s slap, knocked him backwards and landed him on his rump.  

Piney and Harley roared.  “That kid will have one sore shoulder in the mornin’,”  Piney said between guffaws.

“Yeah, if he sees the next mornin’,”  Harley gasped.  This started a fresh round of laughter between the two men.

Startled by the weapon’s attack on his shoulder, Slow Eyes massaged the dull ache there.  The uninjured branch mocked him.  

Big Hand did not appreciate their humor.  He saw something in their eyes he didn’t like. 

Slow Eyes handed the rifle back to Piney and sat down next to him, smiling, still rubbing his shoulder.  Noticing Big Hand’s dour expression, he became annoyed.  He said in Shasta, “What is it, Big Hand?  They are just teasing like we tease each other back home.”

“No, Cousin.  I think this is not teasing.  I think these men do not like us.”

Big Hand watched Slow Eyes’ face.  He knew his cousin’s mind.  Slow Eyes would discount his suspicion as it would ruin an exciting afternoon at the miner’s camp.  Slow Eyes often thought him too serious  — a fun spoiler.

Harley said, “You boys know where we might find some of them rocks?”  

The boys looked at each other, not sure how to respond to the question.  The yellow rock could be found in many local streams.  Slow Eyes said he had seen the rock before.

“Well, where at?” Piney asked impatiently.  

 “In many places,” Slow Eyes replied.

Big Hand felt increasingly uncomfortable with the atmosphere in the camp.  He couldn’t explain it to Slow Eyes; it was just gut instinct.

“Show us where, then,” Harley barked.

Piney said something to Harley in English the boys did not understand, but his tone was angry.

The boys were surprised at the change of tone.  Besides, where would they start?  How many streams would they have to show these men?  The whole idea seemed pointless.  There were many more important things to discuss.

Big Hand looked at his cousin, and in Shasta said, “I think we should go now and come back later when they are feeling better.”  The boys stood up, thanked the miners and said they had to finish their hunt.  

Harley gave Piney an angry scowl.  The two miners also stood.  They said nothing, but their expressions told the boys everything they needed to know.  

“Something is wrong,” Slow Eyes remarked to his cousin.

Big Hand nodded.  “Uncle Kalish would say ‘something smells bad as bobcat sign.”’

As the boys turned and began to walk back to the forest, Big Hand tried to think why this conversation had gone sour.  Had they said something wrong to offend the white men?  Perhaps they had unintentionally broken some custom or rule.  These were curious people and he wanted to learn more about them.  Perhaps they would come back tomorrow and start their meeting afresh.  They could discover what they had done wrong and would not repeat their error.  He turned back toward the miners to ask for another meeting when he saw Piney pulling his pistol.  

“Run, Slow Eyes, run!” 

The boys broke into a run.  Two shots ripped through the still mountain air, echoing off the mountain. 

* * *

Harley and Piney sauntered up to the boys’ bodies.  Harley wheeled on Piney and landed a roundhouse blow on his cheek, knocking Piney on his rump.  “Gawdamnit, Piney.  You were s’posed to wing ‘em.  They knew where the gold is!”

“The hell.  They weren’t gonna tell us nothin’,” Piney objected, massaging his jaw.  He got up, then kneeled down between the boys.  He frowned, stroked his chin as he inspected the bullet holes in the boy’s backs.  

“Looks like my Walker’s pullin’ a little to the left,” and pulled out his scalping knife.

Author’s note:  This story is based on an actual incident in a northern California mining camp in the early 1850s.
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