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The clang of the blacksmith's hammer on hot iron sounded way before I actually came in sight of Hank Beard's shop.  It was a cool February morning in 1867, but Hank was stripped to the waist and had sweat on his forehead. I pulled Sunny to a halt just at the edge of the shop roof, and Hank stopped banging when he saw me. "In kind of early, aren't you Earl?"

"Yep. We're going after some wild cattle out west of Fort Belknap, and I want you make me half a dozen branding irons. I don't want my riders carrying running irons. Seems to me that's a good way to get hung in the right, or wrong, company."

"Okay, and by the way, are you looking for any hands?"

"You bet I am. You figuring to throw down your hammer?"

"Not on your life! I tried that cowboyin' when I was a youngster, and it was a way too much work for me. No, I just happen to know a couple of young men who're hangin' around town looking for work."

"You vouch for them?" I asked.

"I can for one of them. Moses Alstrom grew up south of here down around Waco. My family's got a farm down there, and his daddy was one of my daddy's field hands before the war. Moses is a good boy, about sixteen or seventeen years old. He's got a friend with him from that same country."

I thought a minute. "That means neither of them has any experience around cattle, doesn't it?"

"Yes, but they can learn. Were you born with cow knowledge?"

I laughed at that. "Of course I was, just like you were born with the knowledge of how to make a horseshoe. Tell you what, Hank. I'm going over to Wilson's store, so how about rounding the boys up and sending them to see me there?"

"I'll do that. When do you want your branding irons?"

"Think you can have them by Saturday? We plan to leave out early Monday morning."

"Sure. I'll have 'em done."

"Fine. I'll pay you now, and pick up the irons when we come in Saturday." 

I rode on over to Wilson's store, dismounted and tied the horse to the rack there. I paused for a minute and thought about the first time I'd entered this store when I got home from the war. That was when I'd first met Gloria, at least the grownup version, the prettiest girl in all of Texas as far as I was concerned. That had been a life-changing day for me, and for her. Gloria and I married later that year, and we now had one child and another on the way. I smiled and shook my head in enjoyment at the memories.

Elmer Wilson, my good friend and father-in-law, was standing behind the counter. "Morning, Earl. What brings you into town so early?"

"Had to order some branding irons from Hank. We're heading out Monday to chase wild cattle in Throckmorton County." 

"Another cattle drive coming up?"

"Yep, but this time we're going north to Kansas and the railroad that's building there. I figure if we can round up a bunch of wild cattle to add to what we already have, along with the Snaketrack and Rafter G contribution, we'll have enough to make the drive worthwhile."

Elmer rubbed his chin. "When do you figure to make the drive, Earl?"

"The last week of April. Grass should be coming on good by then. Since this is February, we figure to hunt cattle up around Fort Belknap until mid-March, slap the Shamrock trail brand on their sides, buy some more from ranchers around here, and head north."  

"Sounds like a lot of work, but then it's goin' to take a lot of work to get Texas back on her feet. Have Spooner come in and give me a list of what he'll need, and I'll have the supplies ready."

"I'll do that. By the way, the branding irons will be done on Saturday, and I thought I'd bring Glory and Ralph in with me to pick them up. Could we borrow a bed that night and go to church with you and Flora Sunday morning?"

"You don't even have to ask. It's been way too long since I've seen my daughter and grandson, so we'll look forward to it."

I'd been very lucky with my in-laws. Elmer and Flora had stepped right in to be nearly as much parents to me as they were to Gloria, since my mother and father were both dead by the time I returned from the war in 1865. 

As we were talking about how much Ralph had grown since his grandfather had seen him last, maybe three weeks before, two young men came into the store holding their hats in their hands. "Mr. Lamar?" one of them said.

I looked them over, and they looked pretty shabby, though that wasn't too strange in Texas at this time. "That's me," I responded. "Are you the boys Hank Beard was telling me about?"

"I reckon we are," the young man said. The other boy didn't say anything.

"Names?"

"I'm Britton Shelley, and this here's Moses Alstrom." He indicated the quiet young man standing next to him. Alstrom nodded. 

"I understand you two are lookin' for work. Ever been around longhorn cattle?"

"Not a lot, Mr. Lamar, but we're fast learners," Shelley replied, and Alstrom looked hopeful.

I smiled at that sally. "Well, boys, I'll give you a tryout. I'm fixin' to take a crew out to Throckmorton County to gather wild cattle for a drive north later on. If you want to work, I'll pay you twenty dollars a month and found."

They both beamed. "Thank you, Mr. Lamar," Shelley said. "We'll work real hard."

I laughed. "Son, you don't have any idea how hard you're going to work. You'll earn every penny of your wages, and then some. Now, do you have horses?"

They hung their heads, I guess thinking if that was a condition of the job they were unemployed again. "No, sir."

"Well, don't worry about it. Be here at the store Sunday afternoon and you can go back to the ranch with my family. Got any money?"

Again, "No, sir."

I dug out a ten dollar gold piece and gave it to Shelley. "This will give you $5.00 a piece, and I'll deduct it from your first paychecks."

Their faces lighted up. "Thank you, sir!" Shelley said. 

They put their hats on and started to leave, but I stopped them. "It doesn't really make much difference, but I'd like to know if Moses can talk."

He gave me a brilliant smile, his teeth bright white against his dusky skin. "Yes, sir, I can."

We all laughed, and the boys went through the door. Elmer shook his head. "Looks to me like you've got your work cut out making cowboys out of those two."

"Probably so, Elmer, but everybody has to start somewhere."

"How'd your horse hunt turn out, Earl? I know you and Pablo went out to West Texas a few weeks ago chasing broomtails."

"Went well, Elmer. I felt kind of like those two boys that were just here, though. Those friends of Pablo's never made a wrong move, and of course Pablo is the best horseman in several counties. Still, I tried to hold my own. We came back with sixteen head of good horseflesh, and Pablo's got most of them ready to go by now."

Pablo Esperanza had come to the ranch looking for work, and Lady Luck had really smiled on us. Pablo had a way with horses that had to be seen to be believed. When I hired him, he brought his wife, Juanita, and baby boy, Ramon with him. They now made up part of the L Bar family, and Pablo made sure we had the best mounts in the county.
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It was late afternoon when I got back to the L Bar. I paused on the rise as I usually did where I could look down on the buildings and feel the pride of knowing this was my home, the place where my children would grow strong, and where Gloria and I could grow old together.

My mother and father had built the ranch together, and while I still missed them, I knew they were smiling down on the place now. My one regret was that they never lived to know their daughter-in-law and see their grandchild.

When I stopped my horse at the barn, Hutch came out to meet me. "Didn't happen to hire any hands in town, did you?"

I grinned at him. "Well, Mister Foreman, I did and I didn't. Hank Beard recommended a couple of farm boys, so I put them on for the drive. They'll be coming back with us on Sunday."

Hutch didn't match my grin. He was a good foreman, and right now he was all business. "Earl, you've got a soft heart, but we need hands, not boys. I figure if we had a couple more men who could swing a rope, we'd be a lot better off."

"You're right about that, but we'd probably have to go all the way to Fort Worth to find any, and we just don't have the time." 

"Alright, but those boys could be more trouble than they're worth?"

"Could be, but I don't think so. Besides, the farm boys can wrangle and help Spooner, and that'll release Davido to work with Pablo, and that boy's turning into a real hand with a rope."

Hutch didn't really agree, but he couldn't think of anything better, so we left it at that. He headed for the hay barn, and I went up to the house. Hutch was a good foreman, trained by my dad. He was not only a good cowman, but he knew how to work the hands without resentment. Some ranchers that I knew had a steady turnover of cowboys--or at least they had before the war--but our hands never seemed to want to leave, and that was fine with me. 

My pa had constructed all of the buildings on the place, or had them constructed under his supervision, and he had been especially particular about the house. Ma was a girl far from her home down by San Antonio, and to make up for taking her so far away, her new husband built her the finest house in the country. Folks used to come from all over just to see the bathroom in the house with a built in tub. 

I stepped up on the long front porch and had my hand on the latch when the door opened. There stood Gloria, and she was a sight that I never tired of seeing. This was the young woman that had come bursting into my life as soon as I returned from the war. In a flash the memory of our first meeting came into my mind. Today, she had her shining dark hair down as she had on that day, and her eyes snapped with love and life. Glory was as pretty as a full moon.

"Earl, it's so good to have you home," she said as she rushed into my arms, as if I'd been gone for a week. I hugged her, but not too tight, for she was in her sixth month of pregnancy.

"Babe, you'll never know how much I look forward to coming home to you."

She laughed and replied, "I'll bet I do!"

We went on into the house, and Rachel came in from the kitchen carrying our son Ralph. The minute he saw me, he cried, "Da!" and wriggled to get down. She sat him on the floor and he started to walk toward me, but walking was way too slow. Down he went onto his hands and knees and raced across the floor. I caught him up and tossed him over my head, and he laughed as only a baby can. Ralph was nine months old and as healthy as a little boy could be. 

Later, at the supper table, I looked at the families gathered there: Jimbo and Rachel with their little boy David now three years old, and Pablo, Juanita and little Ramon about the same age. With me and Glory and little Ralph, we filled the kitchen pretty well. "Family," I said, "Gloria and I are going into town on Saturday and stay over with her folks that night. Sunday afternoon we'll come back home, and we'll bring a couple of farm boys I hired today to make the gather in Throckmorton County. Monday morning early we'll head out, and I figure we'll be gone for about two weeks.

"Now, you ladies will be staying here, and we don't really have a man to stay with you, since we're going to need all the help we can get. Will that be all right with you? If not, say so, and we'll try to make other arrangements."

They talked it back and forth, but the upshot was that they agreed they'd rather stay by themselves so we could finish the gather and get back home sooner. Juanita, the quietest of the three, sort of summed it up. "Senor Earl," she and Pablo clung to the Senor in front of my name, though I had asked them many times to just call me Earl without the title. In the same way, both Jimbo and Rachel called me Mister Earl. "We will be fine, and when you come home we will have a big dinner to welcome you."

I smiled at her, and Jimbo said, "Now, with that to look forward to, you can bet we'll be back here as soon as possible." Pablo and I voiced our agreement.

Gloria wasn't the only woman on the L Bar that was expecting another child. Though nobody mentioned it, both of the other women were fixing to increase our population, too. I didn't really like leaving them alone while we were gone, but they were right in one thing: the more men we had with us, the quicker we'd gather the cattle and get back home.

I had asked our neighbor to the west, Sean O'Sullivan to look in from time to time, and he agreed. Sean on the west, and Hattie Groves, bordering the L Bar on the east, had thrown cattle into a joint herd for our first two drives, and this time they were planning to do the same, and they working their own places while we were gone.  
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It was nearing noontime when we got to the Wilson's in Meridian on Saturday. Flora was expecting us, and the table was groaning with her good food. We had left a busy crew on the ranch as final preparations were being made for the drive, and none of the hands had come in with us.

After eating Flora's fine cooking, I drove the buggy down to the blacksmith's shop and picked up the new branding irons. Hank told me the boys that I'd hired had told him about meeting us the next day. "That ten dollars you gave them was burning a hole in their pockets, but they listened when I told them to make it last. I happened to have ten silver dollars, so I made change for them, and they each left two of the dollars with me. Who knows what they spent the rest on."

"I reckon we'll see. Where are they staying?"

"Well, my house is small, so we don't have room for two big-footed boys, but we've got a wood shed that fits them pretty good."

Laughing at Hank the lost-boy-hotel-keeper, I left the team and buggy at his hitch rail and walked on over to the jail to say hello to the sheriff. "Stan," I said, shaking his hand, "anything new with you?"

"Not much, Earl, although it looks like some changes are coming for Texas. I've got a week old newspaper from Austin that says the reconstruction idea of President Johnson will be set aside by the congress. We may have a Yankee general runnin' things here in Texas."

"You mean, the governor will have to take orders from the Yankee military?"

"Kind of looks like it."

"Well, I'm not surprised. I know when my cavalry unit was disbanded in Louisiana, a Yankee officer told us we'd be watched pretty close to make sure we didn't try to rebel again. I figured at the time that there'd be Union soldiers all over the state. Doesn't matter much to me right now, though. I've got wild cattle on my mind."

"Good luck with your roundup."
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The rest of the day was a peaceful one for Glory and me. Elmer kept the store open, and being Saturday there were quite a few customers, many of them I knew and it was good to see old friends. We visited about various things, and after he closed the store, Elmer opened his safe, and my bank, so I could take some money out for the expenses I knew would be coming up.

There was a bank in town, though it was closed now. The former banker, a Yankee named Emeril Goethe--nicknamed Banker Goat by the townspeople, a play on the German pronunciation of his last name--had it open for a while the year before, but he'd been caught for kidnapping the L Bar women, and Elmer and Flora Wilson, my in-laws. Right now he and several of his outlaws were residing in the Fort Worth jail awaiting trial.

When I returned from a cattle drive on the Goodnight-Loving Trail the summer before, Elmer had allowed me to put sixty-five hundred dollars in gold in his large, well-hidden safe. I had drawn on that money for ranch supplies, payroll and fixings, but there was still nearly five thousand left. I took $300.00 out, placing the coins in a money belt I'd brought for that purpose.

"Thanks for being the bank, Elmer."

"Not a problem," he replied, closing the safe behind the panel that hid it. "Do you know there's a dance at the schoolhouse tonight?"

"No, I don't, but Glory probably does. Afraid though, in her condition, dancing's not on the program."

He grinned at me. "Probably not, though I'll bet she'll want to go. By the way, when is she due?"

"In June sometime." Elmer gave me look with his eyebrows arched. "I know, I know," I said, feeling guilty, "and yes I'll probably be gone again, but there's not much I can do about that now."

He laughed at me. "Poor planning, Mr. Lamar. Very poor planning." I acted like I was going to hit him, and he ducked.

Sure enough, at supper Gloria and Flora announced that they wanted to go to the dance. Elmer and I halfheartedly tried to talk them out of it, but we knew we were pushing a lost cause. The upshot was that we all went to the dance, including little Ralph. At one end of the large schoolroom, tables had been set up and they were groaning with food. Gloria and Flora made a beeline for the group of matrons and children gathered there to leave their own offerings and catch up on the latest gossip, and Elmer and I stepped back outside to visit with the men gathered around a large fire.

The talk was all about the change in the Yankee occupation, and wondering what would happen to Texas now. One man, a big rough looking fellow with lank black hair and tobacco juice tracks down the corners of his mouth, had a lot to say about how we should just rebel again and run all the Yankees out of the state. 

When I could, I pulled Stan Baldwin aside and asked, "Who is that loudmouth?" 

"Name's Justus Dearborn. Didn't go to the army because he claims to have a bad back. The story behind that is that he hid out from the conscription officers when they came around in the last year of the war. Anyway, he always has something to say about everything."

"Well, if he's getting' up another rebel army, I'll pass." The sheriff chuckled and agreed that he would too.

We rejoined the group, but I soon tired of the talk and went back into the building. For music, there was a fiddler and a guitar picker, and while they were tuning up, I passed them by and went to see how Gloria was doing. She smiled up at me, and I took little Ralph from her. "You know, Earl, I haven't danced with you since our engagement party."

"Well, Mrs. Lamar, I reckon we ought to correct that," I replied, handing Ralph to his grandmother.

The music was starting, and it was slow, so I took hold of her and we moved out onto the floor. I wasn't really much of a dancer, but with Gloria in my arms, every step seemed to be the right one.

I whispered in her ear, "You're as light as a feather, babe, and if you weren't already my wife, I'd be courting you in a heartbeat." 

Glory gave me her sweetest smile, and once again I saw in my mind that pretty face in Wilson's Store that I'd fell for like a ton of bricks when I first came back from the war. If I lived to be ninety I'd never tire of looking at her.

I heard a ruckus and turned to see Justus Dearborn shoving his way through a crowd of hopefuls, mouth going and spewing words. One of the young men in the group grabbed Dearborn by the arm to stop his headlong rush, but the bigger man pulled his arm loose and turned to take a swipe at the smaller one. The dancing stopped, and once I made sure the women and kids were all behind the tables, I moved toward the noise.

Dearborn had landed a blow on the young man's chest, and he pulled his arm back to hit him again, but I grabbed his right arm and shoved it up behind him, twisting my left hand in the dirty collar of his shirt. He gave a shout of pain and tried to get free, but I simply pushed up harder and turned him around to aim for the door. Just as I got him there, Sheriff Baldwin came up the steps. "Sheriff," I said, "You might want to put this bag of wind in a jail cell to cool off. He was trying to pick a fight with a man about half his size."

Justus Dearborn was yelling that I was breaking his arm and wanting me arrested, but Stan just grinned at him. "Well, Earl, since you've got such a good hold on him, why don't you just march him on over to the jail and I'll lock him up."

And that's what we did. Once the man was in a cell, he was still braying, but by the time Stan and I got back into his office closing two doors behind us, all we could hear was muffled irritating noise. We grinned at each other and headed back to the dance.
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After church the next day, and another of Flora's fine meals, we set out for home in a misty rain, with two quiet young men sitting in back. Now rain in Bosque County happened seldom enough to always be welcome, and the smell of wet ground made the trip home a pleasant one, and the top on the carriage keeping us mostly dry. Once we crossed the Bosque River, Glory said, "Just how long do you think you'll be gone in Throckmorton County, Earl?"

"Probably no more than two weeks, babe. We're not going to comb the country dry, just round up as many mavericks as we can. From what Hutch learned from his friend west of Fort Belknap, there are a lot of wild cattle out there in the draws and brush along the Brazos."

"And when you get back you're going to take off immediately for the Red River?"

"Well, it will be a couple more weeks. We want to gather our own cattle, and work the ones we get in Throckmorton County, so that'll take a while. 

"The trail boss I talked too last fall when we were in Fort Worth told me that he was heading for Baxter Springs, Kansas, right down in the southeast corner of that state where the railroad ends. He called it the 'Shawnee Trail', and it goes through Indian Territory."

"I'm not very good at geography, Earl, but that seems like a long ways away," she said kind of sadly.

"It is, but not a lot further than the trip I made to New Mexico with Colonel Goodnight, and there's a lot more water along the way."  

The year before I had promised to take Gloria with me on the next cattle drive, but we both knew that with little Ralph in her arms, and another baby on the way, that was not possible. I reached over and held her hand for a bit, and she leaned her head on my shoulder. Neither of us said so, but we both knew that no matter how long I'd be gone, it would be too long. 

When we got home, the boys and I put the team up while Glory took a very sleepy baby to the house for a nap. Hutch came to meet his new cowhands, and I made the introductions. "Come on with me, boys," Hutch said, "and I'll introduce you to the rest of the crew."

Like all young green hands, Britt and Moses were in for some hazing and hoorawing from the older men, but that was part of growing up in cattle country. I remembered the tricks Red and Bill had pulled on me what I was a youngster, and while I'd not want to go through that again, it was part of making me the man I now was.

Supper that night was kind of subdued until I said, "Now, if you girls want your men to be all sad and woebegone while they're gone, you're sure goin' at it the right way; I haven't seen so many frowns since General Lee surrendered.  Jimbo, lead us in a song, and not one of your sad songs, either."

Jimbo gave me a slow smile and began to sing "Sweet Betsy From Pike", and we all joined in. By the time we'd sung through half a dozen songs, everyone had cheered up considerably, but there was still an underlying sadness at the parting that was to come.

Our household would probably be called a strange one by outsiders, but to us it was ordinary. Jimbo and Pablo both came to the ranch with wives, and they each had a little boy. Since Juanita and Rachel both helped Gloria in the house, it was a natural thing for the three families to eat together. Rachel had once called us a crazy quilt family because of our different races, but that was not a drawback in the eyes of any of us, and we sure enough didn't care what other people might think. The household benefited from the different cultural backgrounds, and we all enjoyed a peaceful home life. 
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We left the next morning before daylight, taking a cavvy of horses with us, with Spooner driving the chuck wagon. By full daylight we were past Walnut Springs and well on our way. We figured to cross the Brazos south of Fort Belknap and set up a base camp on a creek Hutch had heard about. 

It was at least an eighty-mile trip, but I thought that even with the wagon we could make it in two long days, or three at most. We encountered no problems until we neared the Brazos River, and then we saw a dust cloud in the north headed our way. For some reason that dust bothered me. "Hutch," I called, and he rode up beside me. "Send Bill out of one flank and Pablo on the other, and tell them to stay in the brush with their rifles ready until we see what's under that dust cloud."

"Right, Earl," he replied and road back to position the men.

The two boys had been riding up close to me, and I told them to go back behind the chuckwagon and stay there. I didn't know what was going to happen, but if it turned into gunplay, I didn't want them to get hurt if I could help it.

I could now see that the dust was being kicked up by a group of riders--looked like ten or twelve. They didn't ride in any kind of order, so I was pretty sure they weren't soldiers from the fort. We kept on going, but the group swung to stand in our way. I threw my right arm up to call a halt, and a rough looking man on a grulla horse rode up to me. "Where you headed?" he asked in an insolent way.

"Goin' to New York City, heard it was just over that rise up there," I replied in a sarcastic way. In Texas, some questions were down right unfriendly, and asking a man where he was from or where he was going could be answered with lead.

"Smart guy, huh?"

"Smart enough to know that where I'm going is none of your business. Now, get out of the way!" With men like the one in front of me, I'd learned long before to never show weakness, and to drive right at them.

One of the men behind the talker reached for a gun, and that was a mistake. I heard the boom of a shot from Spooner's Spencer, and the man toppled off his horse. That opened the ball, and I pulled the Colt out of my waistband and shot the man in front of em just as he was trying to aim. Down he went, and gunfire seemed to roll across the prairie like thunder.

The outlaws' horses were milling around, and the dust boiled up. They were shooting, but most of their shots seemed to go wild, and before long that ones left on their horses turned tail and ran back the way they'd come.

Our two flankers had been in the right position to take several of the outlaws down, and when we counted, we discovered that six of the strangers were on the ground, all dead. Normally I would have had graves dug and buried them, but I had a hunch their friends might be going back for reinforcements, so I called out to the men that we were going on, and that we did.
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When we got to the Brazos, it was up, but we tied some logs to the sides of the chuck wagon and floated it across. Spooner had a four-horse team, and three of us stayed on the upriver side with ropes tied to the wagon box, and with a minimum of trouble we had the wagon across and didn't get our beds wet. Having the river between us and that bunch that had attacked us was a good thing, and while we'd keep our eyes open, I didn't intend to let that mix-up keep us from our goal.

The camp we chose was a good one on a clear creek, with a large flat just to the north where we could hold the cattle we caught. The three boys, Davido, Moses and Britt, had done some skylarking on the way, but they turned serious when we got into camp. They had been pushing the horses along, and when we circled them out on the flat, I assigned Britt and Moses to wrangle, and released Davido to pair with Pablo in the brush. All of us older men smiled at the way he strutted in front of the other two boys.

Early the first chilly morning I laid out the plan Hutch and I had decided on. We would make a long ride to the south, and string out from east to west in a line to sweep as much country as possible. "Anything that turns back, don't chase. There'll be some real old brush hunters in there, and I don't want anyone tying onto one of them and getting a horse hurt."

Red spoke up. "What about us riders? Don't you care if we get hurt or not?" Everyone laughed.

"Now, Red, you know that there never was a day when you were worth more than a good cow horse," I replied with a straight face, and Bill nearly strangled with laughter. 

When the laughter at Red's expense died down, I finished. "We'll pair this way: Pablo and Davido, Bill and Jimbo, Red and Hutch, and me and Henry. Moses and Brit will wrangle the horses and tend the cattle that we bring in. Of course, they'll also help Henry when he comes in to cook. Any questions?"

There were none, so we all waited while Bill, the best roper on the L Bar, even though he only had one arm, caught horses for us out of the cavvy. Each rider held onto a piece of the long rope that surrounded the herd until the horses were roped out. Once we'd saddled, the boys took charge of the cavvy, and the rest of us headed south in a group.

We hadn't gone far when we began to see cattle. This was a fairly open area with rolling hills and a scattering of mesquites and low brush. In this dry country there wasn't enough moisture for many plants, though the tough gramma and buffalo grass would put beef on a critter as long as it wasn't overgrazed.

I figured that a good hour had passed when I stopped and swung around. The pairs of riders rode away from me and Henry until they made a long line, and then, at my arm-waving signal, passed on by those that could see it, we began to ride north at a walk. Cattle flushed, holding their long-horned heads high and strutting out in front of us. We let them pick their own pace, but kept them headed north. After while the outriders on each side began to pull forward until we formed a rough shallow U, and when we came near the camp, we moved closer and began to push the wild animals, for that's what they really were, to keep them from turning back.
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