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​Chapter 1: The Weight of the Name
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The dust of Henrietta never really leaves a man’s boots, not once it’s settled there. I’m seventy-seven years old now, and if I close my eyes, I can still feel the heat radiating off those cattle Mr. Donald had me drive across the scorched Texas dirt. He left me there [image: ](Courtesy Bones Hooks Scrapbook. Bones about 19 years old.)

with the herd, and I suppose I just stayed. Henrietta became home, and Henrietta gave me my name.

"Bones."

Most folks don't even remember the name my mother gave me. They see the frame of me—all lanky limbs and stubborn grit—and "Bones" just fits. It’s a name that sounds like the prairie: hard, dry, and permanent.

​The Errand Boy’s Son

I was born into the "after." November 3, 1867. The world was still smoldering from the Great Rebellion, and in Robertson County, East Texas, the air was thick with a new kind of freedom that felt a lot like the old kind of struggle.

My father, Alex Hooks, was a man who carried a library in his head. Back in Bowie County, on the old Hooks plantation, he’d been the errand boy. While other men were breaking their backs in the fields, Alex was moving through the master’s house, dusting the spines of books he wasn't supposed to read. But he did read. He gathered up words like they were gold coins, and he kept them tucked away for us.

Juneteenth came in '65, a bit late to the party in Texas, but it brought my mother, Annie, and my father together as free folk. They married and lit out for Robertson County, 200 miles away from the ghost of the plantation.

​A Heaven for the Hungry

My father was a man of the Cloth and a man of the Word. He preached until the wooden walls of the church vibrated, and he taught school for pennies or nothing at all. He was trying to build a heaven on earth, but heaven sure seemed to have a lean pantry.

There were eight of us kids—Sydney, Clem, Lula, and the rest. My brothers and sisters took to the books. They saw the doctor’s bag and the teacher’s desk in their futures. But I was the oldest. I looked at my father’s tired hands and my mother’s empty cooking pot, and I realized someone had to go out and wrestle a living from the dirt.

I remember walking into a White boy’s smoke house once. I stood there like I’d stumbled into a cathedral. There were hams—whole hams!—hanging from the rafters like heavy fruit. There was a barrel of sugar you could drown in and a jug of syrup as dark as the night sky.

I went home to our little slab of meat and the sugar tucked away in a scrap of paper, and I felt the hunger grow into something bigger than my belly. It turned into a resolve.

One day, I told myself, I’m going to have a barrel of my own. And I ain't gonna keep the lid on it, neither.

​The Cowboy's Path

My father’s prayers were about the world to come, but my eyes were on the horizon. The Reconstruction was a messy, violent time. The men in the white hoods—the Klan—roamed the night, trying to take back the freedom we’d just tasted. We had a regiment of soldiers in Cameron to keep the peace, but a Black man’s peace in Texas was always a fragile thing.

I didn't want the schoolroom. I wanted the wide-open. I wanted to see if a man on a horse was more than just a "freedman"—if he was just a soul between the saddle and the stars.

So, while my siblings studied for their degrees, I tightened my cinch. I became a cowboy. I didn't know then that I was riding straight into a legend. I just knew I was hungry, and the cattle were moving North.
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​Chapter 2: The Saddle and the Dust
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By the time I was seven, the world didn't look like a playground; it looked like a map of chores. I spent my mornings driving a meat wagon for the local butcher, my small hands gripping reins that felt as thick as my arms. By nine, I was a teamster on the Keeland Farm.

I was the oldest, which meant I was the anchor. I rocked the cradles of my brothers and sisters until my arms ached, a habit of looking after folk that I never quite shook off. "I’ve been rocking somebody’s cradle ever since," I like to say. But while my hands were on the cradle, my eyes were on the horizon.

In East Texas, the cattle drives were like a traveling circus of iron and leather. I watched the Black cowboys ride by—men who looked like kings in wide-brimmed hats and silver spurs. They didn't just ride horses; they rode freedom.

​Dynamite and the Blue Bellies

My break came when a rancher named Daniel Steve Donald—DSD, we called him—needed a team driven to Denton County. Keeland told him I was the man for the job. With my father’s blessing and a heart thumping like a drum, I left the only county I’d ever known.

At the DSD Ranch, I wasn't a rider yet. I was a "cowboy on a mule" named Dynamite. It was humble work, but Donald was a fair man. He taught me my first lesson in judging a man’s character rather than his labels. He warned me once about a "Blue Belly" named J. King. Now, I took things literally back then. If DSD told me to find a black horse with a white spot, I found exactly that. So, I spent weeks wondering why Mr. King had a blue stomach.

It wasn't until I saw him working shirtless in the Texas sun—his skin pale as milk—that I realized "Blue Belly" was just a name for the Yankees who wore Union blue. I learned right then: don’t believe the names folk call each other. Go see the man’s belly for yourself.

​The Steak and the Six-Shooter

Life in Denton was rowdy. Outlaws like Sam Bass were thick as flies, and the law was often just who drew fastest. But the real danger for a boy like me was the invisible lines drawn in the dirt.

One day, Donald’s brother, Bob, and I raced our horses to a café in town. I won, sliding off my mount and bursting through the door first, fueled by hunger and victory. I sat at the counter, facing a man in an apron stained with old grease and a gun thumping against his hip.

"What’s your nationality?" he spat, his eyes cold as creek stone.

"Negro," I said.

"We don't allow no niggers to eat here. Get out."

The air in that room turned to lead. But then the door swung open, and Donald stepped in. He didn't look at me; he looked at the man behind the counter.

"I came a thousand miles to kill a so-and-so like you," Donald said, his voice quiet and deadly. "Bring the boy his meal."

The man backed down. He served me a steak, but it tasted like dust in my mouth. I asked Donald later if he wasn't scared of getting shot,or of me getting lead? He just laughed and said he knew the man wouldn't pull. I told him I wished I’d known that—maybe then I could’ve enjoyed the meat.
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