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Chapter One 
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My name is Jud Low. I’m eighteen years old and out of a job. I had one, helpin’ out a man by the name of Clay Winters to drive a herd of fifty-five summer-fattened cows and calves to Abilene, Kansas. The geese were already flying south, we’d been front of them on the drive, but they passed us. I guess I should first tell ya how it was I came to be workin’ for old man Winters.  

My Pop and me joined up with a wagon train headed to Oregon from St. Louis late that year. The wagon master said that we would have to winter in Fort Kearney. Pop and the wagon master got into an argument over our wagon. The wagon master told Pop he needed to replace all the wheels or have a blacksmith rework the bands. He said they bands were all loose and that he wouldn’t carry us any farther until they were fixed. Pop got mad and told me that we were leaving, headed south. 

Pop saw the sand hills south of the North Plat River and figured it might be a good place to settle and try to farm. We learned real quick it was all sand and tall grass. We set up a lean-to next to a big lake. There were a lot of birds around. We figured we had it made as we could either shoot our dinner or fish. It worked out good until all the birds flew on to the south. The wolves killed our horse and we ate some of it, but the wolves got the rest. Then one night, my Pop froze to death. I was lucky I hadn’t come to the same fate. 

I set out on foot with only a blanket, my old Henry 44/40 rimfire rifle, and forty rounds of ammo. I walked until I began to see some cows in a valley. Not long after that, I came up to a cabin or sorts. It was a place dug into the side of a hill, with boards and canvas covering the hole. There was a chimney made of a tin pipe and no windows. I stood out front and laid my rifle on the ground. 

“Hello!” I hollered out as loud as I could. After the third time I saw the door move and was greeted by old man Clay Winters himself. I introduced myself and told the man about my pop freezing to death, and that I had no place to go. “I’m willing to do anything to get by until spring,” I told him. 

The only reason Winters let me stay was because he needed someone to keep the wolves shot. He had some cows trying to calve. I spent the rest of the winter outside. 

Clay had a big pile of hay that had taken him all summer to pile up. He had cut it by hand in the meadow and raked it into a pile that stretched ten feet high and forty feet across. I would hide in the hay at night to stay warm and shoot the wolves that came around the herd, and slept in the cabin during the day. I killed ten wolves during that winter. We skinned them out in the snow and staked them down to let the cold air dry them. 

Come the spring, Clay asked me to help him move the cows south to market to Abilene, Kansas. “I’ll give you a horse, saddle and forty dollars when we settle up,” he told me. That would be more money than I’d ever seen, and having my own horse to boot, sounded like the best deal I would ever get. 

One morning Clay announced that it was time to move the cattle. I asked if he knew the way to Abilene and he said he’d been there many times. He picked out an old cow for the lead and began moving her south. 

“Jud, you bring up the rear,” Clay said. “The rest of the cows will follow her. You just keep them moving on south. Sometimes a lazy one will stop. Just whip her with your rope and holler. She’ll move on. after a day or two they will just take off south by themselves. All you’ll have to do is keep them in line after that.” 

We must have been trailing them cows for a month before we came to a railroad track. Clay stopped and was looking up and down both sides of the track. 

“What are you looking for, clay?” I asked. 

“Signs of cattle dumping out the sides of them boxcars,” he replied. “If there are cow patties along the tracks it means we’re east of Abilene. If you can’t find any, it means we’re west of Abilene. They don’t haul cattle west of Abilene, Kansas.” 

“Well,” I said to myself. “I never thought about that. Jud, you need to learn something every day for the rest of your life and maybe you’ll be smarter than this old man.” 

We drove them cattle right up the main street, straight through town and right into the cattle pins. One man was holding the gate and another sat on the top rail, counting Clay’s herd. He counted out fifty-five cows and steers and thirteen calves, and wrote Clay’s name on top of the tally sheet. “Take this to the office and settle up with Mr. Wilson,” the man said. “He’s our buyer today.” I stayed outside. It was none of my business what the cattle sold for.  

Clay came out smiling. “Got more than last year’s market place,” he said. “With the Civil War over things are improvin’ back east.” 

Clay paid me off and signed a bill of sale for my horse. It wasn’t much, just an old saddle with bags and a rope. I didn’t have a scabbard for my old Henry.  

“You want a drink?” Clay asked. 

“Never have before,” I told him. “But, why not?” 
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