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CHAPTER FOUR

Maricruz had been born twenty years earlier to James and Soledad O’Malley on a large cattle ranch a hundred miles west of San Antonio.  Her mother was Mexican, originally from Piedras Negras, Coahuila, across the Rio Grande from Eagle Pass, Texas.  Her father was Irish, originally from a tiny farming community east of Limerick.

James O’Malley was born in 1843, and when he was six he had crossed the Atlantic packed into the hull of a ship along with his parents and four sisters and several other families.  They settled in Baltimore, where his father found work on the loading docks.  His dad was a drinker, but never missed a day of work and only rarely beat James’ mother.  Like many young men and boys of that era, James, at the age of sixteen, said goodbye to his family and friends and headed west to find his own way in the world.

He went first to New Orleans, then on the Galveston, where he found a steady job loading cotton onto cargo vessels.  Then came Secession, followed by the Union blockade of the Texas coast in July of 1861.  But James had proved himself to be a good hand, and he was one of the few his boss kept on to work the docks for the runners.  In April of 1862 the Confederate States initiated a military draft to include all white males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five.  The only exceptions were those considered ‘indispensable’, office holders, substantial men of property, or men wealthy enough to hire a substitute.  Though O’Malley didn’t understand what all the fuss was about, he had always been a steady, dependable lad, and he did not try to evade the draft or to desert like so many others.

He spent the war west of the Mississippi, but did see some action.  In October, 1862, the Union forces had occupied Galveston, and James was among the Confederates under the command of General Bankhead Magruder who expelled them three months later.  In the battle, two Rebel steamboats, outfitted with makeshift armor of cotton bales around their gunwales, attacked by sea, while a force of infantrymen waded from the mainland across to Galveston Island to attack by land.  James was part of this latter group, and they drove the Federal troops off the island and took several hundred prisoners.  In April of 1864, he again took part in an operation which kept the Union Army off Texas soil, when Confederates under General Richard Taylor defeated a much larger Federal force under Nathaniel P. Banks at Mansfield, Louisiana, forty miles from the Texas line.

He had planned on returning to the docks in Galveston after the fighting ended, but an infantry buddy, Hans Jung, talked him into looking for a different line of work.  Hans was from Castroville, Texas, a German settlement just west of San Antonio, and he had heard tales of the men who caught and branded the longhorn cattle that thrived on the open savannah ranges of South Texas.  He convinced James they could get on with a ranch outfit.

When word came of Appomattox and their unit was disbanded, their commanding officer rewarded James and Hans for their service with a gift of two mules from a team that had pulled a supply wagon.  Free at last, the two young men headed west across Texas.  James, who had never been on a horse or a mule in his life, was riding with confidence by the time they reached Castroville, where they spent several weeks with Hans’ family before heading west in hopes of finding a cattleman who was hiring help.

Hoyt Jorgenson was the kind of man Hans had in mind as a prospective employer.  He was in his forties and had come to Texas from Kentucky just after Statehood.  Since the mid-1850’s he had been acquiring land and catching and branding wild cattle in a wide area west of the Nueces River and east of the Rio Grande, a region known as the Nueces Strip.  By the war’s end he had marked more than two thousand longhorns with his brand and was planning to drive a thousand of them to the railhead at Sedalia, Missouri.  When James and Hans heard in Uvalde that he might be hiring, they approached him, and though he was cash-broke and could pay them very little, they signed on.  As it turned out, that first drive in the spring of 1866 was a disaster, because many settlers along the northern reaches of the trail refused to let the herd cross their property.  Jorgenson had to sell his cattle for next to nothing just to keep them from starving to death.  When they returned to Texas, he let most of the hands go, including Hans Jung.  But he asked James O’Malley to stay on.  The rancher wasn’t planning on quitting, and the young man had proved to be conscientious and reliable, the kind of man he knew he could count on over the long haul.

For the next two years Hoyt Jorgenson, James, and two Mexican vaqueros continued to build the herd, and in the spring of 1868 they, along with eight more men, drove a thousand longhorns up a trail that ran west of San Antonio and Austin, crossed the Red River east of Wichita Falls, then continued through Wichita, Kansas, to the new Kansas Pacific railhead at Abilene.  The cattle sold for thirty-six dollars a head, and Jorgenson returned home a relatively wealthy man.  And he didn’t forget O’Malley.  He made him his foreman, and was finally able to pay him a respectable wage.

Gilberto Santiago was the ranch cook, or cocinero.  He cooked for the cowboys wherever they went.  His wife Libertad and his two lovely daughters, Soledad and Piedad, cooked and cleaned at the main house for Hoyt and his wife and two children.  James spent time with Soledad whenever he could, and by 1871, he was doing well enough to ask her to marry him.  Mr. Jorgenson threw a big fiesta as his wedding gift, and Soledad’s aunts and uncles and cousins came from Piedras Negras.  James, with the help of the other hands, built a two-room adobe home for the newly-weds, and a year later Maricruz was born.  A year-and-a-half after that Soledad died while giving birth to a baby boy, who died the following day.  James put Maricruz in the care of her abuela, Libertad, and her tía, Piedad, who lived just a few yards away, which made it easy for him to spend all his free time with the little girl.  He was a loving father, and she adored him.  Even though she had lost her mother, her early childhood was a happy one.

Hoyt Jorgenson had a son, Hoyt Junior, who was ten years old when Maricruz was born.  He was a beautiful child, with jet-black hair, olive skin, and big brown eyes with long lashes.  He was slender, athletic, and graceful.  His father was hard-working and fair-minded, his mother was beautiful and sweet-tempered, and he had a sister two years younger than he was, who was also beautiful and sweet-tempered.  The Jorgensons were well-off and owned thousands of acres of land over which the boy could ride the best horses money could buy.  He lived in a large, comfortable home, had his own spacious room, and had plenty of good food to eat.  He was required to do but a few chores, as long as he kept up with his studies.  He lived the life of a young prince, and had every reason to be a good, happy boy.  But Hoyt Junior was not good.  And he would never be happy.

