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The dust stirred and swirled as a small zephyr lifted it.  I pulled the kerchief up over my nose and nudged Sunny off to the right to haze a wide-horned steer back into the herd. It hadn't rained in a good many days and two hundred head of cattle meant eight hundred hooves churning the dry ground, filling the air with grit.

The short drive from the L Bar to Palo Pinto had gone well, and after the first day the four of us had no trouble handling the small herd. Now we had crossed the Brazos River twice and we were moving north up the long hills east of the county seat of Palo Pinto County, Texas. 

I remembered the first time I'd come to this town almost a year before, seeking Colonel Charles Goodnight and hoping to sell some cattle to him. A war party of Comanches had come up out of the draws of the Brazos River and tried to cut me off from the town. I was riding Sunny for the first time and I learned that day that she was one fast horse. We outran the Indians and the men of the town opened up with their rifles to give me covering fire as I came tearing into town. When the dust settled, one of them said, "Mister, we welcome strangers in Palo Pinto, but the next time, leave your glee club behind." 

Fortunately, there was no sign of hostile Indians this time, so evidently the Comanches had moved back northwest to their hideouts in the Texas Panhandle and I didn't have a "glee club" chasing me into town.

The last word I had about Colonel Goodnight was that he was still holding his herd northwest of the town on a large flat. 

It was early afternoon when we pushed the cattle past the mean looking shacks of Palo Pinto and out the north end. Goodnight himself came out on horseback to lead us up to the larger herd.

"Glad you can make it, Lamar," he called over the sound of the cattle. "We're going to move the herd a few miles north tomorrow to a new holding ground, so you came just in time to give us a hand."

Smoke from the branding fires was spiraling into the still air as we reached the campground and several cowboys were waiting to take over our herd. With all of us working, it didn't take long to rope and throw the steers and we soon trail branded all two hundred with a Circle JA in the left side.

When the work was done, we went to the cow camp for supper and saw Goodnight's latest invention; he called it a chuck wagon. The wagon was built on a heavy frame with wide tires, and a canvas top was stretched on hoops like a Conestoga, but at the back of the bed a large box had been constructed with a sloping lid that let down and was propped as a table. There the cook could work, with many small drawers and shelves built into the box holding his supplies and cooking utensils, including a stack of tin plates--dining finery for the cowboys. 

Under the box was a loose boot or coonie where the cook carried firewood or dried cow chips for starting cook fires in the wet. On each side of the wagon water barrels rested on built up heavy shelves, lashed tight to the box. 

This unique wagon was presided over by the Goodnight's cook, Lardy Howell. We marveled at the specially built contraption, and Henry Spooner, our camp cook, looked it over very carefully with a gleam in his eye. Watching him, I figured he and Jimbo Rose would be building one as soon as he got back home and told Jimbo about it. 

Since we had had only a short drive to make, and only two hundred head to drive, I had brought Red Mould, Bill Overstreet and Henry as hands, and that had worked out fine. Even though Henry had a stiff leg from a war wound, he could sit a horse okay, and he had cooked for us on the way up, hauling his supplies on a packhorse. 

Once our stomachs were full of Lardy's good steaks and sourdough bullets (biscuits) we settled into our bedrolls for the night. 

Morning came very early, and while it was still dark. We'd eaten breakfast and were on our way out to the herd when pale daylight began to spread across the mesquites. We slowly gathered the herd of about twenty-two hundred mixed cattle and headed them north and west, aiming to cross the Salt Fork of the Brazos River and settle them on a flat between that river and Ioni Creek, called "Iron Eye" Creek by the locals. 

It was mid-May of the year 1866, and Colonel Charles Goodnight and his partner Oliver Loving figured to start the cattle drive out to the Pecos River around the first of June. I had agreed to go on the drive with Goodnight and Loving, and this move we were making was meant to position the herd and prepare to start trailing it off toward the Horsehead crossing of the Pecos.

Goodnight figured it was around 350 miles to the Pecos, and if we averaged ten miles a day, that meant over a month just to get to the river. After that, he figured to turn north and head for Fort Sumner in New Mexico Territory, another 150 miles or so. All in all, we would to be on the trail to the fort on the Apache Indian Reservation for nearly two months. 

By mid-afternoon, the cattle had climbed the bluff above the river and we settled the herd on the flat. With my men beside me, I rode slowly to where Lardy was setting up camp, his chuck wagon standing where dust wouldn't blow into the fire--or worse, onto his fold down table. Goodnight had dismounted and was helping Jesus pull some dead wood up for a fire. "Colonel, if you don't mind, we'll head back to the L Bar now."

"Sure thing, Lamar. We'll be here 'til the first, and then you'll find us along the trail to Picketville in Stevens County." Picketville was where we'd meet Oliver Loving and his hands. The two cattlemen had decided to follow the old Butterfield Stage Line road from Picketville to the Pecos, and then turn north along the river toward Fort Stanton.

"Right, Colonel," I replied. "By my reckoning, this is the twenty-fifth day of May, and I should be back no later than June 7th, barring complications." 

"And when is your good wife going to have her baby, Lamar?" Goodnight asked. Gloria and I had married in October 1865, and when she told me a month later that she was expecting, I couldn't have been happier. Only one thing marred that happy thought now; I wouldn't be home when the time came for delivery.

"Looks like sometime in July, Colonel, but from what she and her mother tell me, these things are never real certain, particularly with a first baby."

"Well, give her my best, Earl."

I saluted Goodnight, turned Sunny away, and we headed back down the trail for home. 
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Looking at the L Bar headquarters from the small rise on the trail from Walnut Springs had always quickened my heart with thankfulness, but now that Gloria would be waiting for me it was pure pleasure. It was a windless mid-morning as we sat there looking down, since we had left camp south of Grand Ranch before daybreak. Sunny was feeling good, and she tugged at the bit, wanting to be back with her horse friends, so I let her have her head. The four of us came tearing into the ranch yard like a bunch of kids, sliding to stop at the hitch rail in front of the house. I was out of the saddle and up on the porch in three long strides, and Gloria met me right there.

"Oh, Earl," she said kind of gasping for breath, "don't squeeze us so tight."

I laughed and let up a little, but then she said, "Now, you don't have to back clear off," so I squeezed her gently and gave her a big kiss.

"How are you and little Ralph?" I asked patting her bulging middle.

"We're both fine, dear, but what are we going to call this baby if it happens to turn out to be a girl? I don't think Ralph is a good girl's name, do you?"

"No, Ralph won't work for a girl. Ma never liked her first name much, and folks mostly called her by her middle name--Anna. Of course, we could also name her after your ma, if we have a girl, but you know, babe, I've just got a hunch that we're going to have a boy and we'll name him Ralph Elmer Lamar after both our fathers." Probably an unwieldy name for a little tyke, but I figured he'd grow into it.

Gloria went with me to unsaddle Sunny and turn her out in the catch pen after a bait of feed. As we walked out of the barn door, Pablo came riding into the barnyard from the south. "Jefe!" he called out, a name he used for me at times, though I didn't feel much like a chief, "How you like this one? He's the bay I got from Senior O'Sullivan."

The horse he was sitting was a dark bay with a lighter mane and tail, a good-looking stocky horse about fifteen hands high. "Looks good, Pablo. If you've got him finished, I'll take him on the drive. I promised Colonel Goodnight I'd bring four horses with me."   

"He's ready now," Pablo replied. It had been a fine day for the L Bar when Pablo Esperanza had signed on with his wife Juanita and little Ramon. Pablo was an artist with horses, as well as being a good man with cattle. Juanita had been as close to Gloria as a sister since our marriage. She and Rachel Rose, another friend, made the house hum with activity and laughter, and by this time in Gloria's pregnancy they allowed her do nothing more strenuous than pour a cup of coffee. I felt good knowing that while I'd be gone when the baby was born, Gloria would be in very good hands.

"Thanks, Pablo. The L Bar has the finest riding stock of any ranch in Texas, and we can throw in the Indian Territory, too, and all because of you."

Pablo's teeth flashed in a wide grin, and he touched his wide sombrero brim in salute and wheeled his mount to go to the horse barn.

Gloria and I went on into the house passing our bedroom and the bathroom on our way to the kitchen. From the sounds of laughter coming from the bathroom, the two little boys were being scrubbed.

My Pa had built the long low ranch house, with the help of Hutch Rawlins our foreman, and Red Moulds and Bill Overstreet the cowboys he had brought with him from San Antonio. Ma was a young woman then with young children, and she insisted on some refinements that were unheard of in the 1850s. She wanted an indoor bathroom and privy, and Pa figured she had a right to those things to make her life a bit easier, and as a consolation for leaving all of her family down south in Bexar County, so, he built her a special room between their bedroom and the pantry. 

From St. Louis, he hauled in a galvanized steel tub big enough to take a full grown man, and set a large wooden water reservoir up on stilts just outside the room, kept filled by a hand pump from a cistern that drew its water from the spring. A pipe made of cedar branches fitted together and wrapped with iron-hard rawhide led into the room, and the end of the pipe was fitted with a wooden spigot right over the tub. In the bottom of the tub was a plug that held the water in until the bath was over, and let it out into a drainpipe under the house that led to a covered ditch bordered by flowers.

In one corner of the room was a closed in privy that also emptied outside the house into a deep hole lined with rocks. Gloria and the other two women in the household appreciated the bath and privy room Pa had built, particularly in cold weather. And the women sure liked the bathtub for their own use and that of the children. Those two little boys got a bath nearly every day whether they wanted one or not, and Jimbo said they were so clean that they squeaked when they walked.

"Won't be too long before you'll be bathing little Ralph in there," I said to Gloria.

"Me? Why, I figured you'd want that honor, Mr. Lamar."

"Well, I don't know much about kids, babe, but I reckon I'm willing to learn. Now, let's see, you hold the baby by one ankle and dunk him up and down in the tub, right?" I said, making a dipping motion with my hand.

She was laughing when she replied, "Yes, if you want to drown the little fella."

We went on into the kitchen and found Juanita beginning to prepare dinner. She greeted me with a large smile and went back to dipping pounded beefsteak in flour. "Senor Earl, would you like chicken fried steak for dinner?"

"Why, Juanita, I'd ride a hundred miles to taste one of your chicken fried steaks." I looked down at Gloria and thought I might have spoken out of turn, so I added, "matched with Glory's light bread biscuits, of course." Her smile told me that she knew exactly what I was trying to do.

"Wiggled out of that one, didn't you, Earl?"

We had an unusual household arrangement on the L Bar, but it worked very smoothly. Since both Rachel and Juanita helped Gloria with housework and cooking, their husbands Jimbo and Pablo ate with us in the kitchen instead of in the cook shack with the other hands. Being cowboys, the hands joshed the two married men calling them biscuit hounds and mama's boys, but it was all done in good humor, so nobody minded.

After a few minutes, I took a fresh cup of coffee into the office and worked some on the books until time to eat. As an owner of some of the steers I was working without pay on the cattle drive, and Goodnight was furnishing the supplies, but I wanted to take a few things along for myself. When I returned from Fort Sumner I would probably be alone, so I would take a packsaddle with me to hold my plunder. That meant I could take a big bed rather than the scanty blanket roll that would fit behind the cantle of my saddle. I also wanted extra ammunition and a couple of extra canteens. I had just written up some instructions for Hutch to cover the time I'd be gone when I heard the triangle clang for dinner.

The big table in the kitchen would just hold all of us, with the two little boys in their homemade highchairs. As I entered the kitchen, Pablo and Jimbo were coming in from the back porch where they had washed up. As my mother had taught me, I stood and waited for the ladies to be seated before I took my chair. 

The first time I had done this I had caught Jimbo and Pablo by surprise. They had already seated themselves, but when they saw me standing, they quickly jumped to their feet. However, the two were fast learners, and the ladies sure showed their appreciation for this bit of politeness.

As we ate, I told everyone about Goodnight's herd and our two hundred head of steers. "He figures to sell all of the steers to the army at Fort Sumner in New Mexico, and then drive the breeding stock on up to Denver. I reckon once the steers are sold I'll come back home. I sure haven't lost anything in Colorado."

"What price do you think the steers will bring, Mister Earl?" Jimbo asked. I had tried and tried to get Jimbo and Rachel to drop the Mister and just call me Earl, but without success. In the same way I had tried to get Pablo and Juanita to stop calling me Senor Earl, with as little success. They were set in their ways, and since I was too, I understood, and finally stopped trying for change.

"Colonel Goodnight says from thirty to fifty dollars a head. I sure hope he knows what he's talking about because we could use the money." 

"How long will you be gone?" Rachel asked.

"I figure about three months. The biggest problem with that is that I won't be here when Gloria has our son," I turned and took her hand as I finished, "but I can't take you with me, babe, so I guess I'll just have to hurry home as fast as my horses will carry me."

Her eyes misted a bit, and I could tell she'd rather have me home, but she also knew that we had a lot of people depending on us for their living, and the money from the steers would be needed. "You better take the fastest horses on the place, Earl Lamar," she said with a quake in her voice.

That evening we were going over my gear together in our bedroom when a knock came on the door. "Come in!" Gloria called.

Rachel and Juanita came through the door carrying a large canvas covered roll. "We have a present for you, Mr. Earl," Rachel said. While we watched with questions in our eyes they came on in and rolled out a beautiful new bed, canvas covered with buttons along one side like a shelter half. The inside was covered with wool blankets sewn right onto the canvas so they couldn't slip. There was a canvas flap up over the head that could be used in case of rain. It was a beautiful bedroll. 

I looked down at this creation with wonder. Sleeping outside was no pleasure at any time, but mostly I rolled in a blanket or two and pulled a bit of canvas up over me, hoping I'd stay warm and dry for at least part of the night, but in this bed I'd be snug no matter what the weather was like. "Ladies, I don't know what to say, except, thank you. This is the finest bedroll I've ever laid eyes on, and you can bet I'll be the envy of every cowboy from here to Montana in the cow camp."

Gloria got up and gave each of the women a hug in thanks. "Senor Earl," Juanita said in her gentle accent, "Rachel and I have talked, and we know how you have worked to make a place for all of us. This bed is just a little thanks."

They smiled at the look on my face and went back through the door closing it quietly behind them.

Glory hugged me and said, "Earl, I know you don't think about it, but you are a very good man. I didn't have any part in making that bedroll, but I agree with Juanita and Rachel. I guess you'll have to wait for my gift until you get back from the drive," and she patted her tummy.

"Glory, you've always been a gift from the Lord to me, and you always will be." I was never good at soft talk, but Gloria knew my heart, and she came into my arms to show her appreciation.
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The next four days went by way too fast. I spent part of each day riding the pastures with Hutch so I could point out what I had in mind for him and the hands while I was gone. There were three water holes that needed cleaning, and while I knew how much cowboys hated any work they couldn't do on horseback, the needs of the cattle always came first.

Jimbo was a pretty fair carpenter, and a lot of his time was taken up repairing pens and buildings. Also, he was not too proud to work in the large household garden, or even make hay, as the old cowboys were. They joshed him about being a hayseed, but they were careful not to go too far for fear I'd have them helping him.

Jimbo had been a slave in East Texas until the war was over, and he'd farmed on the Rose Plantation, but the cattle there were all tame. When he and Rachel came to the L Bar, escaping a bunch of no-goods from Tyler, he didn't know anything about working cattle, but he was a fast learner and he'd picked up some skills. Still, the farmer in him was pleased to work the land in some way, and Hutch had wisely set him to those jobs that he liked and no one else enjoyed.

Pablo, on the other hand, had grown up in South Texas where he was riding before he was weaned. What Pablo didn't know about horses wasn't worth knowing, and he was also a first rate vaquero. Pablo Esperanza had come to the L Bar shortly after I arrived back home from the war. We were trying to gather some cattle to sell for a few dollars, but we were short on mounts since the Comanches had run off most of our horses in the raid in which my father had been killed. Pablo came riding in on a horse that was so well trained he could do everything but the dishes, and I'd hired him on the spot. Of course, I didn't have any money, so he, like the others had to work on speculation, but he was happy to get the job.

Right away he told me he was married and had a little boy, and I hired his wife Juanita as housekeeper. They moved into one of the cabins in back of the house that my father had built for visiting relatives, and Pablo went right to work on the wild horses we had trapped. He was without a doubt the best horseman I had ever seen, and everybody in the country wanted a Pablo-trained horse. 

When we got some money together after selling our first herd to Colonel Goodnight, I'd sent him out to Fort Stockton to buy some unbroken horses from a group of horse hunters that had helped us on the cattle drive, and he came back with twenty head of rough looking stock. He'd bargained with the men who owned the horses and finally paid five dollars a head, which made them worth a lot more than our cattle if we had to sell in Texas.

Hutch rarely tapped Pablo for cow work, unless he was absolutely needed, because he was busy every day with the horses. Our plan was to keep the L Bar supplied with good mounts, and sell the rest to ranchers in the area, and once the word got around, Pablo had a full time job as a horse trainer. In Bosque County, a well-trained horse was now called a "Pablo" horse, whether or not he'd actually finished the animal himself. Again, Hutch, a foreman who knew his men, saw the value in allowing the vaquero to work at the job he loved. 

Once or twice a week, someone came by looking for horses, and we sold them for as much as sixty dollars a piece, broken and gentle.

The everyday cow work was mostly done by Hutch, Red Mould and Bill Overstreet, the three old cowboys that had been with the ranch for many years. Of course, when I was at home I pitched in wherever needed. I knew I was lucky to have such good help, and I intended to keep them as happy as possible. 

Henry Spooner was a very good bunkhouse cook, and he had been another find. Henry had a stiff leg from the war, and while he could ride, it was easier for him to drive a wagon. I knew after he had seen the chuck wagon at Goodnight's camp that he and Jimbo would soon be converting our trail wagon, and if I knew those two, it would be the talk of the county.

The last day before I had to leave was Sunday, June 3rd. We had been in the habit of going into town about every Sunday to worship and visit, and since this would be my last Sunday at home for a while, we made it a point to go in style.

It was quite an L Bar parade that entered Meridian, Texas that first day of the week. Everyone was dressed in Sunday finery, and it was plain that we would be driving right down the middle of Main Street to show off. 

Several months before I had found an old two-seat surrey behind the blacksmith shop, and bought it for ten dollars. It needed some work, and Jimbo and Pablo had swarmed all over the vehicle, repairing and painting and replacing the canvas top, until it looked like new. They proudly seated their wives and children in the surrey, and sat on the high seat forward like a pair of fighting cocks. 

At the same time the two of them had repaired and painted the light buggy that we already had on the ranch so Gloria and I would have a conveyance. Spooner led the cavalcade driving the buggy, with the surrey following and Hutch, Bill and Red acting as outriders. We sure made a splash in the drab old Bosque County seat.

I had Henry peel off at Wilson's store, figuring to walk to church with Gloria's parents. Jimbo and Pablo drove on by, the Rose family headed for a small Baptist church in the south end of town after letting the Esperanzas off at the Catholic Church. After the church services and dinner on the town's picnic grounds, we would all meet at Wilson's for the ride home.

"Will the walk be too much for you, babe?" I asked Gloria.

"Oh, no. I feel better walking than I do riding in the buggy, to tell the truth."     

We were welcomed by Gloria's parents, and the four of us walked the two blocks to the Methodist church. Henry had disappeared, not being much of a churchgoer, but I knew we'd see him at the picnic.

In the old days, a woman in Gloria's condition wouldn't have appeared in public, let alone in church, but things had changed since the war, when the women left behind by their soldier husbands had to run families, businesses and farms. Now it was no longer unusual to see a woman large with child in church or shopping in the town.

The sermon wasn't too long, and I enjoyed the service, though being in the building always filled me some sadness, memories of Ma and Pa sitting with me between them when I was a little boy filling my mind. The sight of Red and Bill sitting stiffly in the back row of pews strengthened that memory. Of course, since Gloria and I were married in this church, those happy memories were there, too.

Outside, Red and Bill headed off to parts of their own choosing, while the Lamar's and the Wilson's went back to the store. The ladies changed their clothes and packed two picnic baskets for Elmer and me to carry down to the park by the river. Other people were descending on the pretty spot with baskets, and I saw the Esperanza's and the Rose's heading our way. 

The carpenters of the town had built long tables under the trees to hold the food, and blankets were spread on the ground for people to sit on while they ate. The meal was potluck, so we all shared what we had brought, and it made the single men feel comfortable about eating even though they had not brought any food.

We were seated under a live oak with our ranch families nearby when we heard a commotion. I looked at the table where the noise was coming from and saw a dirty, bearded man pick up a pie and began eating it with his fingers. Another lout was holding a pot full of fried chicken out of the reach of a small woman, and laughing at her. I got to my feet and headed for the table, followed by every other man in the park.

I grabbed the chicken pan and tossed it back to Jimbo, and then turned to meet the rush of the man who had been trying to keep it away from the woman. Unfortunately, to face the party crasher I had to turn my back on the pie eater, and he crashed the pie pan into the back of my head. My hat cushioned the blow, but it distracted me from my target, and when I swung a fist it landed on his chest rather than his chin as I had intended.

Down he went from the force of the blow, and I swung around in time to see Bill Overstreet land a crushing left hand, his only one since his right arm ended just below the elbow, to the pie eater's midsection. Over his shoulder I could see other men of the picnic struggling with more toughs, and then came a shot.

Immediately, we all turned to see who had fired, and discovered that the small woman who had tried to rescue the chicken was standing flat footed with a large Walker Colt revolver in her hands. A man's voice called out, "Leave your guns alone and stand away from each other!"

I looked up to the small rise where the path led back to town and saw Sheriff Stan Baldwin with a gun in his hand and a commanding view of the park. "Earl Lamar, you and Elmer Wilson disarm that rabble, and then we'll take them off to jail."

I took the guns away from the two by the food table, and then moved through the crowd helping Elmer relieve the other six of their weapons. I had never seen any of the men, so they must have come from outside the county. They were grumbling and uttering all kinds of dire threats, but Elmer and I managed to get all the guns we could find. With four of us surrounding the men, we marched them off to the jail.
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When we got back to the park the ladies were all packing up their left over food and picnic things, and soon all the people were moving back into town. "You know, Earl, I believe that's the most exciting picnic I've ever been to, though maybe not the most fun," Gloria said to me.

"The interesting part is that those toughs would only have had to ask and they could have had all the food they wanted," Elmer said. "And I wonder where they came from. Since the reconstruction people have moved out of Meridian, the rough bunch has pretty well disappeared. A year ago this would have had carpetbagger written all over it."

We speculated until we got back to Wilson's store, but none of us could come up with any answers.

By three o'clock the L Bar crowd had gathered again and we were headed back to the ranch. Far from being downcast, the fight at the park seemed to have enlivened the hands, and they called back and forth to each other most of the way.

That evening, under Gloria's supervision, we opened up the dining room and invited the bunkhouse crew in to eat with the families. Since I was leaving the next morning, my wife wanted to give me a good send-off, and the ladies put on a spread fit for a king. The talk was lively and funny, but by the time it was over, I felt a sadness creeping into my mind. I'd been homesick a time or two during the war, but nothing like this. I would sure miss these folks in the next few months, not to mention how much I wanted to be here for Gloria's delivery.

By ten o'clock the house was quiet and Gloria and I were lying in bed talking quietly about our plans for the future. "What will we do about schooling for our children?" Gloria asked me.

"Well, Ma took me to school right here every day when I was a youngster. I hated it, but she wouldn't take any sass from me, and Pa was on her side so there wasn't much I could do but learn. I'm sure all of the books she used are in her trunk."

"And when they're older, they can go into Meridian for more schooling," Gloria said.
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