Chapter 1

The bullet struck him in the face, knocking out his front teeth, and exited through his left cheek. Bleeding, he fell from his horse as the cavalry bore down upon him.

The ground trembled from the onslaught of horse’s hooves, as well the artillery barrage.  The air was thick with flying bullets and the din of the battlefield was chaotic.  The wounded rebel lay on the ground and watched with stunned horror as the Yankee horseman thundered upon him.  In an instant, he could see a widening grin on his face, a malevolent expression of satisfaction.  He meant to trample him to death beneath his horse.

Suddenly from out of nowhere, came another horseman, and Tom recognized his good friend Mace a fraction of a second before they clashed.  The Confederate cavalryman rode headlong straight into the Yankee’s horse in a terrible crash that sent both riders flying.  The impact was so abrupt and powerful that the horses crumbled to the ground, and came to rest only a few feet from Tom’s outstretched body.

The Yankee had been taken completely by surprise, while the rebel was on his feet immediately.  With saber raised, he scrambled over to his foe with cat-like speed.  Before he could deliver his final blow however, the Union soldier managed to block it at the last moment with his own sword.  There was a loud clang as steel met steel.

Around them the Union cavalry sped by, and on their heels was the infantry, only 100 yards away.  The Yankee cavalryman, blocking Mace’s repeated saber strikes, managed to get to his feet and soon they were squarely facing each other, panting.  Out of the corner of his eye, Mace could see the attacking Yankee infantry running towards him.  He knew if he didn’t do something fast, he was finished.  Sidestepping, he circled and the Yankee followed, not letting him get an advantage.  It was just what Mace wanted, for now he had the man between himself and the onrushing soldiers and was temporarily, at least, out of their line of fire.

The Yankee lunged with a powerful wide, overhead, downward blow.  Mace jumped to his right narrowly avoiding it.  As he did so, he swung his saber downward himself, and neatly severed the man’s hand at the wrist.  In shock and disbelief the Union cavalryman saw his amputated hand lying on the ground still clutching his saber.  That was all the opening Mace needed.  With all the force he had in him, he drove his sword deep into the man’s chest, to the hilt.  He held it there for a moment as the two men looked at each other, then swiftly yanked it out as the dead man fell to the ground.

Mace ran to his friend’s side immediately.  “Tom!”  He shouted.  “Put your arm around my neck.  We gotta take cover! “With difficulty the two men hobbled behind a nearby tree, bullets tearing up the ground all around them.  The Union army was even with them now, but so was the infantry of the Confederates.  The combat was hand to hand and all around them.  Bayonets clashed, and men grappled with each other with their fists, knives, or used their muskets as clubs.  From behind the tree, Mace fired his pistol at a passing Yankee, hitting him in the chest. Ducking for cover behind the tree, Mace looked at his wounded friend.  His face was covered with blood but he was alert and strong, even if his words were garbled.  “Hang on, buddy.  We’ll get through this yet.”

Just then a shell came screaming into the woods followed by a deafening explosion.  Bodies flew in all directions.  This was followed by another, and yet another.  The Confederate artillery was pounding the hillside even as its forces were mounting a counterattack.  In minutes, the Yankee infantry was in retreat, chased by 600 soldiers screaming the rebel yell.  Mace picked up the discarded musket from a nearby body and fired, noting with satisfaction as a Yankee went down.  He knew his duty was to join the charge, but he was loath to leave his fallen friend.  

The two had been close all their lives.  Growing up together near Jackson, Tennessee, they had been among the first to join the Confederate army, even though they were only 17 years old.  What they lacked in years was already being made up for through battle hardened experience.  Only a few months earlier in a battle down by the Tennessee River, Tom Lupton had already saved his friend’s life – twice.

Mace knelt down to his friend, who was now propped with his back against the tree.  His face was a bloody mess.  With each panting breath, frothy blood bubbled through the hole in his cheek.  His eyes spoke fear as they darted from side to side.  A bullet whined as it ricocheted off a nearby tree, and Mace knew that he just couldn’t leave his friend.  He’d fight this battle from right here for as long as it took, until he could be evacuated to the rear.

Trying to show confidence, Mace spoke, “don’t worry, Tom.  I ain’t leaving you.”  He joked, “somebody’s got a watch your back.”

With great effort, Tom tried to speak, his words gurgling through his cheek.  “Alexander, you…”

But that was as far as the got, for just then another shell landed, exploding only 50 feet from them.  Dirt, ash, and body parts rained upon them.  The steady fire of muskets still droned on.  

It was August 10, 1861.  The Union and Confederate armies were ferociously clashed in what was the second-biggest Civil War battle of the year.  Both sides knew that control of the rivers in the West…the Mississippi, Tennessee, Missouri, and Ohio was the key to winning the war.  Union Gen. William T. Sherman wrote to his superiors in Washington, “Whatever nation controls these rivers, will control the continent.”  

 A fair number of shrewd men shared that conclusion.  The Union Army’s commanding General, Winfield Scott had a broad strategy for using the Mississippi to defeat the Confederacy.  As part of his so-called “anaconda plan”, Union forces would strike south along the river, splitting the Confederacy and strangle it in sections.

Of all the states that border the Mississippi, probably the most crucial was Missouri.  It dominated a key stretch of the river, including its vital junction with the Ohio River.

The battle of Wilson Creek, Missouri was to pit two skillful and passionate generals against each other.  The Union force of 6,000 men was led by General Nathan Lyon, who had proved to be a savage Indian fighter, and had been promoted for valor during the war with Mexico.

For the south, General Ben McCulloch commanded 14,000 men, most of whom he brought with him from Texas.  He too, had been a man of action; Indian fighter, Texas Ranger, and veteran of the Texas revolution.  Back in 1836, he had narrowly missed accidentally killing his commander, General Sam Houston, at the battle of San Jacinto when Houston carelessly rode in front of a loaded cannon, which McCulloch was about to fire.

So popular was McCulloch, he was given command not just over his Texas troops but also Arkansas, Missouri, Tennesee, and Louisiana soldiers.  So it was, that privates Lupton and Alexander found themselves newly assigned to this tough westerner.

Wilson Creek was a terrible place to fight a battle.  As it curved west and south, it passed between steeply rising bluffs and tall hills cut by ravines.  On the west side, from which Lyon’s forces were approaching, rose a 50 foot stretch of land that became known as Bloody Hill.  It overlooked a wilderness of streams, rocky outcroppings, and a heavy growth of brush and oak.  The area in which the two armies clashed was very cramped – only 520 yards long by 175 yards wide.

On the southern side of the hill, the two armies struggled savagely to gain control of the summit.  The opposing lines were only 300 yards apart, but the brush and trees concealed them from each other.  For hours, the armies attacked each other again and again within less than 50 yards of each other.  After delivering a volley of deadly fire, they fell back a few paces to reload and reform, and advance again.

What haunted Mace the most was the deep silence that fell occasionally, smoke filling the air, while the two armies, unseen by each other, crouched only a few yards apart, gathering strength to attack again in a bloody, vicious death struggle.

In the early months of the war neither side yet had standard uniform colors, and this nearly caused a great loss to the rebel army. On the confusing battlefield, during a lull, General McCulloch himself had ridden up and was only a few paces from where Mace and Tom were entrenched.  From out of the smoke, a rider came up, wearing gray – but it was the gray of the 1st Iowa Infantry.

McCulloch asked, “Which outfit are you from corporal?”

“Lyon’s regiment…” his voice trailed, suddenly realizing the situation.

In desperation he raised his rifle to shoot McCulloch.  But before he could pull the trigger, Mace shot him in the head.  At such close range, the Minie ball literally exploded the back of his head.  A mass of brain, skull, and blood splattered on the men around him.

McCulloch roared, “Men, give them hell!”

Howling, the Confederates charged in a massive frontal attack.  As they did, the artillery batteries on the hill to the east opened fire, enfilading the Union lines.  In the face of the overwhelming onslaught the retreating Yankees broke and ran, leaving behind five cannon.

Men fought blindly, hardly knowing what they were doing.  One poor Yankee soldier was seen loading and reloading as if in a trance and firing straight up into the air. Finally a rebel from Texas bayoneted him.  

As the Union forces tried to muster a defense, they noticed something familiar about the screech of incoming shells.  They soon realized that their captured cannons had been turned on them.  The effect was deadly.  Time after time explosions blew them into pieces; arms, legs, heads, flailing in the air. Over the noise of battle McCulloch shouted, “Aim for the belly, boys!  They’ll die slower and have time to meet their maker!”

The carnage continued with heavy losses on both sides.  The field was littered with so many bodies that the Union artillery commanders had to clear a path through the dead and wounded when they tried to move their guns.

The fight on Bloody Hill raged on for five hours.  The overwhelming numbers of the Confederate forces finally buckled the Union line.  While trying to rally his troops, General Lyon received a head wound when a bursting shell sent fragments upon him.  Dazed, he managed to remount his horse and lead one last charge.  As he bore down upon the advancing rebels, a bullet hit him in the chest, knocking him off his horse. He was the Civil War’s first Union general to be killed in action.

With Lyon’s death, the battle dwindled.  Both sides had fought to utter exhaustion.  The Yankees fell back for miles, and the Confederates were just as glad to see them go. In the aftermath of the battle, the casualties were found to be awesome.  The Union troops lost 1,317, and the Confederates lost 1,336.  Such was the devastation of rifle and cannon fire at point-blank range.

It was the day after the battle, and Mace, dirty and sweat stained, his butternut-gray uniform splattered with blood, entered the church which had been converted into a field hospital.  If war is Hell, then this was Hell’s waiting room.  He was immediately overcome by the ghastly smell of gangrenous rotting flesh.  The cries of the wounded were everywhere.  Doctors, nurses, and orderlies scurried about doing their best.  None of them had slept in over 24 hours.  Almost all of the men were bandaged heavily.  Head wounds, amputations, abdominal wounds… everything.  He began to wonder how, amidst all this, would he ever find his friend Tom.

Down the rows of bodies he searched.  The haunted eyes looked back at him without expression. Flies buzzed everywhere, and it was oppressively hot.  Mace started feeling a bit nauseous, but forced it down. 

Towards the back of the church he looked through an open doorway into what was usually the kitchen.  Today it was an operating room.  The surgeon was literally covered from his chest to his knees, from his fingertips to his shoulders, in blood from countless victims.  On the table before him, struggling, was a wounded soldier with half of his right lower leg missing.  The doctor held the saw in his hands, and ordered his assistants to hold the screaming man down so he could saw off the exposed bones and try to close the wound.  Not that it would matter much.  The biggest majority of men with this type of injury died in a matter of days anyway.

Diverting his eyes, Mace looked away, only to see a more horrible sight.  Piled in the corner were countless arms and legs. They were thrown there in a jumbled heap, dripping blood, and the pile was waist high.

Returning his attention back to the open ward of bodies, he resumed his search.  A busy nurse whisked by him and he caught her elbow.

“Excuse me miss…”

“I’m very busy”, she said tersely.

“Yes ma’m I can see that.  I won’t keep you.  I’m just looking for my friend.  Private Lupton… has a face wound.  Would you know where I could find him?”

The nurse motioned with her head, “all those with face or head wounds are on the west side of the building.  You may find him there.”

“Thank you”, he said, but she had already walked off.  He made his way across the crowded room and he saw at least a dozen men, all bandaged, their heads covered.  Some of the dressings were saturated with blood.  Some covered the face so he couldn’t identify them.  

Hoping for the best, Mace called out.  “Tom! Tom Lupton!  Are you here?”

“Over here!” Came an answer from the corner.

Mace hurried over to his friend and found him sitting up against the wall.  A large dressing covered half his head, but he looked pretty good… there was very little blood.

“Tom, old buddy!  How you doing?”

Tom grinned, his bruised fat lip, showing the gap of his missing teeth.  “Well, my purty smile’s been messed up, but I’m gonna be all right.  Doc says I can return to our unit in a day or so.  Stitched me up just fine.”

Mace chuckled.  “You never did have much of a smile anyway.”

“Aww…” he took Mace’s hand.  “Buddy, I owe you my life. Thanks.”

Tears welled up in Mace’s eyes.  “Look… you saved my life twice back in Tennessee.  Way I figure it, I still owe you one.”

The friends sat in silence for a minute, then Tom burst out laughing.  “Man, that was really something the way you just crashed into that blue-belly. You must have been crazy.  I thought to myself, what the hell is he doing?”

Rubbing a sore knee, Mace laughed back.  “Tell truth, I really didn’t know just what I was doing.  I just reacted, that’s all.  No time to think about it.  Damn near killed myself trying to save you.”

“Tell ya what old buddy… from now on, you leave the life-saving business to me.”

Mace smiled.  “Not a chance, you cracker.”

After his victory at Wilson Creek, McCulloch, the 54-year-old former Texas Ranger was making headlines across the country.  Confederate President Jefferson Davis was so impressed, he authorized another army to be raised in Texas to conquer all the New Mexico territory for the Confederacy.  Because of the recent military successes in the Southwest, Davis had high hopes of extending the Confederacy’s domain even further west, to include California, Nevada, and Colorado.  But first, the entire New Mexico Territory had to be secured.

Consequently, McCulloch was feeling in a particularly good mood, when by chance, he happened to come upon Mace one day.  Tom had been released from the hospital, and though sore and bruised, was making an excellent recovery.  He and Mace were sitting in front of their tent around their campfire.  It was early evening and the stars were just becoming visible in the darkening twilight sky.  Without fanfare or warning, McCulloch happened to ride by on his horse and noticed Mace.

Stopping his mount in front of them he asked, “you there… what’s your name?”

Mace stood at attention and sharply replied, “Private Mace Alexander, sir.”

McCulloch dismounted and put the two at ease. “Relax, son.  Is that coffee I smell?”

“Yes sir! Care for some?”

“Don’t mind if I do”, answered the general.

He took the hot tin cup from Mace’s hands and looked hard at him.  Finally he spoke.  “You’re the one who saved my life on Bloody Hill, aren’t you?”

            Mace’s face flushed.  “Well, I don’t know general.  Sure I shot the man, but if I hadn’t somebody else would have.”  

“Bullshit!  Fact is, you were the only one alert enough to see it in time.”  He extended his hand.  “Thank you soldier.  I’m obliged to you.”

Embarrassed, Mace could only mutter some niceties and the three drank their coffee.  The evening fireflies were already starting to flit about, and they could tell it was going to be a hot night.

Scratching his beard McCulloch asked, “Son, you ever think of heading out West?”

Mace’s eyes lit up.  “Why, yes sir!  My friend Tom here and I talk about it all the time.  Maybe someday, when the war’s over…”

 Leaning forward, McCulloch said, “no need to wait that long, son.”  

“I don’t understand, sir.”

With growing enthusiasm, the general explained.  “The New Mexico Territory has declared itself part of the Confederacy.  Col. Baylor has whipped the Yankees and their sympathizers pretty damn fair.  He set up the territorial capital in Mesilla, not far from Las Cruces.  An old friend of President Davis’s and mine, named General Sibley is raising an army to secure the Territory, and eventually push on to California, Colorado, and elsewhere.  I don’t have to tell you what that would mean to the Confederacy.  With Pacific ports, we can bypass the blockade. In addition, we’d have access to the gold fields.”  

Tom nodded, “yes sir, I can see that.”

McCullough continued.  “I’ve just been informed that President Davis has authorized me to raise an army for General Sibley, so we can get this plan going before the Federals can build up their forces.  It’s an important mission.  As badly as we need men here, he’s willing to ship some of you out to Texas, and I’m asking for volunteers first.  From what I’ve seen of you in action, I’d say this new army could use good fighting men like you.  Besides that, it’d be my way of saying thank you for saving my life.”

Mace could hardly believe it.  He’d wanted to go out West ever since he could remember.  To be given the opportunity to do so now was more than he could have hoped for.  And to be part of a new army!  With such an important mission!  Well, that suited him just fine.

“General Sir, I’d be honored.  Thank you for the chance.  I won’t let you down.”

Then Mace turned to his friend.  “What you say, Tom?  Are you with me?”

Tom grinned a painful grin and said, “Hell, Mace, you’ll never get out of this war alive if I’m not around to cover your backside.  Sure, count me in.”

“Good!”  The General slapped his knees.  You won’t be sorry.  Sibley is a good man.  Texas is a beautiful country.  Chances are, you’ll kill more Apaches than blue bellies, but you won’t care.  The land has a way of getting under your skin.  It’s beautiful, and rich.  It’s so big that every man could have a ranch of 5,000 acres after the war.  When I was your age, I fought Santa Anna for it.  It’s worth fighting for again.  It’s a rugged country too; it takes a rugged man to tame her. Men like you.  You’ll be doing yourselves and the South a great favor.  You won’t regret it.”

Mace said, “General Sir, I’ll fight alongside of your Texans for as long as it takes.  I want to make my home out there.  I’ll fight the Yankees, the Apaches, whoever I have to.  Thank you, sir.  I won’t let you down.”  

“Me neither,” Tom chimed in.

“All right then,” McCulloch said, standing up.  “I’ll have my adjutant draw up the papers in the morning.  What did you say your names were?”

“Privates Alexander and Lupton, sir.”

“Well, now its corporals Alexander and Lupton!”  The general winked.

And without another word, he mounted his horse and rode off, whistling. 

