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CHAPTER XV




TO Thomas Strawbridge the expedition against San
Geronimo was invested with a sense of unreality.
Every detail of it cast a faint doubt on the credibility
of the drummer's impressions—the rabble of peon cavalry,
mounted on mules, donkeys, and a few horses; a motley
of women—wives, mistresses, and sweethearts of the soldiers—some
in carts, some riding donkeys, some on foot. The
troops hauled a single three-pound field-gun with its snout in
an old canvas bag and its breech wrapped in palm-leaves.
Not less unbelievable was the priest, Father Benicio, in his
black cassock and priest's round black hat. He was mounted
on a mule, and at his pommel hung his crucifix, a little gourd
of consecrated oil, and a vial of holy water. With these instruments
of grace he would administer extreme unction to
the unfortunate of the expedition.

The string of adventurers was sufficiently long so that when
Strawbridge looked back from his place in the van the women
and soldiers at the end of the column appeared hazy from the
dust and shimmered with the heat-waves.

It was a breathless and wilting heat. When Strawbridge
crossed the llanos in a motor-car the hot wind had depressed
him, but now, without the ¿peed of the automobile, the heat
enveloped him with a greasy, pinching sensation. The
warmth of his horse's body kept his legs sudsy. He tried to
squirm his flesh away from his wet underclothes. Often he
would ride five minutes at a time with his eyes shut against
the glare of the sun reflected from the sand.


For ten or twelve kilometers the route of the army followed
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