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Introduction



Remember the old tale about the blind men and the elephant? One of them felt the trunk and exclaimed “Aha! An elephant is like a snake!”


“Nonsense!” said the one who was leaning against the animal’s side. “An elephant is similar to a wall.”


“You’re both mistaken,” chipped in a third. “An elephant is a sort of tree trunk.” He was feeling the beast’s leg. The one who had the tusk said that an elephant was like a spear, the one with the tail said it was like a rope, and the one who held the ear said it was like a fan. All of them were partly right, but all were mostly wrong.


Unfortunately, those who are totally or partially unfamiliar with the State of Texas often act a lot like those blind men. During my travels I’ve encountered a great many people who claim that Texas is too hot, too cold, too windy, too calm, too dry, too wet, too flat, too mountainous, too swampy, too rocky, and so on and so forth. It’s actually a pretty safe bet that some part of Texas is too something for just about everybody.


The wildlife reflects this diversity. After all, what other state has both bighorn sheep and alligators? With such an embarrassment of riches from which to select, the most difficult part of creating a book like this one is deciding which animals to leave out. Naturally I couldn’t include every species found in Texas; I have neither the time nor the expertise (nor, for that matter, the paper). I initially decided to limit the manuscript to twenty chapters, and then had to narrow my immense field down to twenty subjects. It wasn’t an easy task, and no doubt some readers will disagree with my choices. If I happened to omit your favorite creature, well, I’m sorry (but read the book anyway; there’s bound to be something in here you’ll like).


I’m a naturalist, not an “official” scientist; consequently this is a book of natural history and not an “official” scientific text. Although most of what I have to say is verifiable zoological data, every now and again I’ve thrown in some hearsay, some history, some folklore, and the occasional tall tale. I think (hope) this is obvious wherever it occurs.


Animal writers in general tend to lean towards one of two major categories: some of us are guilty of anthropomorphism, the assigning of human characteristics to non-human creatures (the “Bambi and Thumper” school of thought). Others treat animals as though they were completely incapable of conscious thought and merely go about their daily lives like automatons, programmed solely by genetic instinct. I think I’m somewhere between the two extremes, roughly in the middle but just a hair in the direction of the anthropomorphisers. I realize that it’s foolish to try to apply the full range of human emotions and moral standards to other species, but it’s equally foolish to ignore them completely. Although instinct does play a major role in animal behavior, many, perhaps most, of the higher species are quite capable of feeling pain, affection, panic, anger, curiosity, pleasure; even shame and embarrassment. Anyone who claims otherwise must not have spent enough time observing them.


I should mention here that many of the situations in this book took place years ago. During much of my youth, most wildlife was either classified as game—in which case its harvest was regulated—or non-game, in which case just about anybody could do whatever they wanted with it. In today’s world our attitudes toward animals have changed, and state and federal laws have been modified accordingly. Many of the things I’ve done in the past, such as “collecting” wildlife for pets or study, are now illegal without the proper permits. As a general rule, the public isn’t supposed to meddle into the life of any wild animal—regardless of how noble one’s intentions may be.


Last of all, I’m forced to admit that neither the text nor the illustrations turned out quite as well as I wanted. If I kept redoing them, they’d keep getting a little better each time; but then the book would never see daylight. I finally reached a point where I decided it was good enough to go public, but I realize that there’s always room for improvement. Should Lone Star Menagerie appeal to enough readers, I’ll do an even better job with Volume II. Let me—and the publisher—know if that idea appeals to you.


The Regions of Texas


Before we bring on the animals, I’d like to provide a brief description of the general ecological regions of the Lone Star State, broken down into geographic sections. It is, of course, foolish to pick a spot on a map and say that a certain type of natural habitat begins or ends right there, but people do it anyway, for the sake of convenience, and so did I. Also for convenience, when I divided up the map, I did it along county lines. I can’t help but feel that somebody, somewhere, is going to take offense that I put their personal county in one “section” when they feel that it actually belongs in another. If so, well, I’m sorry about that.


The natural flora and fauna rarely pay attention to county lines, so they tend to overlap quite a bit. This map is intended only as a simple guideline, nothing more. (Don’t try to use it to plan a road trip; it doesn’t even show public restrooms.) It should also be understood that within each of the major divisions are many smaller regions, each with its own particular variations of terrain, climate, vegetation, and animal life. Trying to categorize all of them would turn this book into a whole shelf of volumes.
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The Trans-Pecos


It was once commonly stated that there was no law west of the Mississippi, and no God west of the Pecos. Of course, the law moved in eventually, as it always does. As for God, I personally believe that He did some of His best work here. I’m admittedly somewhat biased in my opinion, as this is the stomping ground of my carefree youth. I roamed over much of the Trans-Pecos as a hunter and trapper (largely successful), prospector and treasure seeker (spectacularly unsuccessful), itinerant cowpuncher, farrier, horse breaker, and, finally, simply as a naturalist. I used the other occupations to make a living; I became a naturalist to make the living worthwhile.


Geographically, this is the chunk of Texas inside the boundaries of the Pecos River, the Rio Grande/Mexican border, and the New Mexico state line. From an ecological viewpoint, of course, political boundaries are meaningless lines on a piece of paper, and even rivers rarely divide an environment into distinct territories. I personally consider the eastern boundary of the Trans-Pecos to be around the area of the Monahans Sandhills.


This incredible dune land is worthy of further mention. Besides being a great place for wildlife observation and a good spot for outdoor recreation in general, this ancient seafloor hosts an extensive oak forest. These are mature, fully-grown oak trees, yet are dwarfed by the neighboring mesquites and yuccas, and even by a few stands of prickly pear cactus . . . but only above the sands. Beneath those yard-high crowns of leaf and acorn are root systems delving down as much as a hundred feet.


Much of the entire Trans-Pecos region consists of mountains, including 8,749-foot Guadalupe Peak—the highest point in Texas. (This same county, Culberson, also holds the second, third, fourth, sixth, eighth, and ninth highest points in the state!) Some geographers consider these West Texas mountains as an extension of the Rockies; others disagree. Whether or not they’re the Rockies, they’re definitely rocky.


Guadalupe Mountains National Park, one of the system’s newer and relatively unspoiled additions, is breathtakingly beautiful. In addition to the incredible scenery, the park contains a lot of wildlife and is the only place I currently know of where all three native species of horned toad co-exist in the wild.


Precipitation throughout the Trans-Pecos is low—less than eight inches annually in some areas. Consequently, much of the area is true desert. There are some stretches so barren that the grasshoppers passing through them have to pack a sack lunch. The little rain that does fall tends to come pretty much all at once, in the summer cloudbursts, and this has gouged out “part-time riverbeds”—arroyos—across much of the landscape. Arid brush land plants—mesquite, catclaw, lechuguilla, chaparral, and lots and lots of prickly pear cactus—make up most of the vegetation in many areas.


The higher elevations tend to be much richer in plant life. Some of the mountains are forested; the southernmost natural stand of Ponderosa pine in the entire world can be found in Big Bend National Park. This is another area rich in wildlife. Many animal species that are officially classified as Mexican or Central American enter the United States only in the Big Bend. It’s nationally known as a hotspot for birdwatchers and is also quite popular with those who hold an interest in bats.


The Panhandle


Much of the Panhandle is one vast prairie. The early Spanish explorers named it “The Staked Plain,” although I’ve yet to hear a satisfactory explanation why (where are the stakes?). As far as the “Plain” part of the title goes, it’s entirely accurate: The best overall description of the area I’ve ever heard is simply that “the world don’t get no flatter than this.” Prior to the introduction of modern agricultural methods—and, consequently, fences and towns and such—the Llano Estecado was mile upon mile of level, featureless flatness. Great herds of buffalo and pronghorn roamed through it, packs of wolves and bands of nomadic Indians hunted them. Prairie chickens danced and procreated in the grasses, and hawks fed upon the prairie chickens. No human being actually lived there permanently, and those who passed through it had to navigate by the stars as though crossing the ocean. There were no landmarks of any sort to break the monotony.


Most of the buffalo and many of the pronghorn have been replaced by domestic cattle; a large share of the native prairie grasses have been converted to fields of grain. Windmills provide water, and highways give rapid access to the goods and services of the cities. But some hardships cannot be overcome, such as the weather. The Llano Estecado has some of the most severe climatic conditions in Texas. Intense heat in the summertime, blizzards in the winter; vicious windstorms, flash floods, tornadoes, and hailstones big enough to kill livestock.


Wildlife of the region is of the prairie variety and, although reduced in number, still reflects much of its original diversity. There are prairie dog colonies (“towns”) and the associated species found along with them: rattlesnakes, burrowing owls, and badgers. Sandhill cranes, ducks, and geese migrate through seasonally. Jackrabbits and coyotes are abundant. And, as mentioned, there are still pronghorns; pronghorns like their world to be flat.


Stabbing into the eastern edge of all this flatness, however, is Palo Duro Canyon, a magnificent display of geological beauty. It’s not as big as the Grand Canyon, of course, but for my money it’s every bit as grand. The rugged walls of Palo Duro Canyon are ablaze with color: every possible shade, it seems, of red and pink and brown and orange, plus some black and white and a few greens and purples thrown in for variety. Cedars grow in the canyon and were once the only source of fence posts for the ranches on the plains.


During the days when Texas was still a republic, Palo Duro Canyon was unknown to the general populace and was supposedly the secret headquarters of the outlaws known as comancheros. (The story of these semi-legendary renegades was developed into an excellent novel by Paul I. Wellman and later became one of my favorite John Wayne movies.) Today the most scenic portion of the canyon is a state park and is well worth a visit.



The Central Plateau



At one time this was a shallow, tropical sea, full of armor-plated fish and Loch Ness Monster-looking reptiles. Tree-sized ferns and mosses lined its sandy shores, and pterodactyls soared overhead. Today it’s a plateau, but the limestone of its ancient coral reefs, and the fossils of its long-departed sea monsters, give testimony of the past.


This is the legendary “Heart of Texas.” It’s a region of hills and caverns, ringtails and armadillos of what is probably the nation’s densest population of deer and its largest colonies of bats. The western edges are arid semi-desert; the eastern edges are forest. At the points between, this is a land of contrast, where prickly pear cactus grow in the shade of moss-decked oak trees.


Much of the land is granite, the high-quality pinkish-gray stone from which the state capitol building was constructed (Texas, by the way, has the tallest state capitol building in the country; it’s even taller than the national capitol. That took a lot of granite!). One of the many great stone masses that rise from its thin soils is the six-hundred-foot-high monolith known as Enchanted Rock—a sacred place of worship to the Comanches and probably to whoever came before them as well. There was once a plan to carve up Enchanted Rock into the Texas equivalent of Mount Rushmore, but apparently (hopefully!) it never got off the ground. Enchanted Rock has been doing fine the way it is for countless millennia and doesn’t need to be carved into anything else.


Since the little bit of soil over all this granite and limestone made for poor farming in most areas, the settlers of this region were mainly livestock raisers. Cattle, sheep, and goat operations were the economic lifeblood of the region until fairly recent times. As such, most of the countryside was left pretty much “as is” instead of being plowed and cultivated. This was a boon to the native wildlife and probably accounts for today’s high deer population. Deer hunting is big business now, and as long as it stays that way there will continue to be ample chunks of wildlife habitat left in place throughout the region. By accommodating the deer, landowners also accommodate many incidental species such as songbirds, ringtails, armadillos, horned toads—even coyotes, despite years of vigorous persecution by the stockmen.


Many of the larger ranches have stocked portions of their range with imported exotic species. Most of these were originally acquired for the purpose of big-game hunting, but some are kept simply for show and status. And a few (admittedly, not quite as many as there should be) are actual breeding refuges for species that are losing too much habitat or suffering from excessive hunting pressure in their homelands.


The Prairies and Cross Timbers


This part of Texas is traditionally “where the West begins.” Here, the last frontiers of the Eastern Woodlands peter out into the beginnings of the Great Plains. Originally rolling prairie and oak-dotted savannahs, much of the countryside is now covered in mesquite—generated, supposedly, from undigested seeds in the manure of the vast herds of longhorns brought up from the south.


Despite the imposing presence of the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, a lot of the region still moves at a quiet pace, and there’s plenty of wildlife around. The Texas kangaroo rat (see Chapter Eight) makes its last stand here, among the mesquite. The millions of buffalo that once roamed are mostly gone, as are the majority of the Comanches who lived off of those buffalo. But there are still deer. There are coyote, bobcat, jackrabbits, and many other small mammals. Snakes of all types are present, from tiny, harmless, worm-like species to six-foot rattlers; horned toads and other lizards abound. In the proper seasons the sky is filled with migrating waterfowl, scissor-tailed flycatchers, hawks, and doves. Dove hunting is a popular sport here, as in most of the rest of the state. The town of Olney, north of Fort Worth, holds an annual One-Arm Dove Hunt in September, attracting amputee sportsmen from across the nation.


Near the community of Glen Rose is Dinosaur Valley State Park. There are plenty of dinosaur tracks—fossilized footprints—in the Jurassic limestone of the area. It’s often claimed that these are the best-preserved dinosaur tracks found anywhere in the world. I can’t swear that’s true, but I can say that they’re the best I’ve seen. The undeveloped brushy areas surrounding the sites of the prehistoric tracks serve as havens for many more modern and less glamorous creatures, such as rabbits, skunks, and quail.


Not too far from this hotbed of ancient extinction is a place dedicated to the prevention of present extinction—the world-famous Fossil Rim Wildlife Ranch. Endangered species roaming over these three thousand acres include white rhinos, cheetahs, and oryx. Most of these animals are a great deal safer, and probably better nourished, on the plains of North Texas than they would be on the African veldt or the steppes of Asia.


The city of Mineral Wells, named and famed for the allegedly medicinal waters of the area, is one of the few communities I know of where bats are treated with the respect they deserve. Bat houses on poles are a common sight (even banks have them), and the Bat World Living Museum serves as both an educational facility for the public and a rehabilitation center for sick or injured bats.


The Piney Woods


The Piney Woods of East Texas are the end (or beginning, depending on one’s direction of travel) of the forests of the Southeast. Many non-Texans (and even a few West Texans, I’m afraid) are unaware of the extent of the wooded lands in this area. There are four national forests in this end of the state: the Sam Houston, the Davy Crockett, the Angelina, and the Sabine. The Piney Woods is also home to the Alabama-Coushatta Indian Reservation, a forest-dwelling tribe, which, like many others, kept getting shuffled westward. (This was as far as they could go without giving up the woods for the prairies, and they refused to be pushed beyond it.)


The animal life of East Texas is primarily like that of the rest of the southern states: possums, flying squirrels, black bear and bobcat; snapping turtles and tree frogs; blue jays and mockingbirds. Red wolves, once common throughout the area, have largely been supplanted by coyotes but are still hanging on with the help of conservationists.


Special mention must be made of an area of the Piney Woods called the Big Thicket. It is officially known as the Biological Crossroads of North America, for this is where East and West truly do meet. In the Big Thicket can (or at least could) be found more plant species than in any other area of comparable size anywhere on the globe. Everything from tumbleweeds to bamboo is part of the natural vegetation, including over five thousand species of wildflowers. I never got the chance to explore the Big Thicket until relatively late in life so I had a lot to compare it to, and I was amazed at its resemblance to so many other ecological zones. There are parts of the Thicket that look like the Great Smoky Mountains, and parts that look like the Everglades. Certain areas could easily pass for the jungles of Southeast Asia, or the African thorn bush. One particular patch of woods I bushwhacked my way through reminded me of the Na Pali wilderness on the island of Kauai (I was almost tempted to break into a hula).


The Big Thicket has traditionally been a place of refuge—for runaway slaves, escaped convicts, hermits, draft dodgers, and renegades of every crime and complexion. It was also a refuge for the rest of God’s creatures. During less enlightened days when both hunting and “development” were largely unregulated, the Big Thicket was the last haven for such hard-pressed species as alligators, snowy egrets, panthers, and red wolves. Herds of feral longhorns and mustangs were once found there, browsing on wild orchids in the deep woods. This was most likely the last haunt of the ivory-billed woodpecker (now presumed extinct) and the jaguar (no longer found in East Texas).


Much of the Big Thicket has now been converted to oilfields and pulpwood plantations. Fortunately, eighty-four thousand of the original three million acres have been saved as the Big Thicket National Preserve, about thirty miles north of Beaumont.


The Gulf Coast


Over six hundred miles of the Gulf of Mexico’s coastline are in Texas. These subtropical shores are a mecca for birdwatchers, a bonanza for shell collectors, and a lucrative market for manufacturers of mosquito repellent.


The earliest known human inhabitants of this region were the Karankawas—alleged to be very tall (up to seven feet) and of a cannibalistic nature. The first recorded tourist was the Spaniard Cabeza de Vaca, shipwrecked off Galveston Island in 1528. Despite their infamous reputation, the locals didn’t throw him on the grill; he lived among them for many years and became a competent herbalist and “medicine man.”


The coastal marshes of Texas are the wintering grounds of many rare birds, including the whooping crane. The Aransas National Wildlife Refuge was created expressly for the protection of the “whoopers,” but its fifty-five thousand acres also provide asylum for many other feathered migrants (as well as white-tailed deer, javelina, and an assortment of smaller mammals).


Not too far from the refuge is the University of Texas Marine Science Center, showcasing much of the state’s impressive oceanic life. Naturally, the unwholesome side effects of civilization (oil spills, pesticide run-off, etc.) have taken their toll on the health and biodiversity of the Gulf, but there’s still a great deal to be seen. Gulls, pelicans, and other seabirds are found in respectable numbers. Beachcombers can find a wide variety of colorful seashells (and, I’m told, an occasional pirate doubloon; I’ve never been that lucky myself). Sea turtles come ashore to lay their eggs in season, and crabs scuttle across the sands. The main hazards for barefoot strollers on the beach are stinging jellyfish and balls of tarry black residue from the offshore oil rigs.


The Gulf Coast is the main stomping grounds for the Attwater prairie chicken. This endangered bird also rates its own refuge, called, appropriately enough, the Attwater Prairie Chicken National Wildlife Refuge. During the breeding season—February to May—the booming calls of the male prairie chickens resound through the area. Their other claim to fame, in addition to the loudness of their voices, is their mating dance.


A century ago, prairie chickens occurred in unbelievable abundance, but like many another once-plentiful bird (the passenger pigeon comes to mind here), they were both reasonably tasty and fairly easy to kill. The species is making a comeback under proper management but isn’t quite out of danger yet.


South Texas


Most of South Texas is another case of what was once mostly prairie now being mostly brush land. The brush was always there, of course, forming nearly impenetrable stands—bosques—along most of the riverbanks. The thorny tangles of mesquite, catclaw, and other painful prickles were originally held in check by the prairie grasses. Overgrazing of livestock gave the brush a chance to spread, and it did—beyond all expectations. The Texas longhorn evolved many of its most formidable characteristics as a result of this hostile brush land environment.


This is cattle country, the homeland of the famous King Ranch. There are still a few of the old-time longhorns around, but the locally developed Santa Gertrudis and other breeds with Brahma blood are the predominant choice for the region. The cattle share their range with a host of native species: white-tailed deer (some of the biggest in the state), javelina, coyote, armadillo, several varieties of kangaroo rat, and many other small mammals. Jaguars, ocelots, jaguarundis, and coatis wander in from Mexico every now and then. Birds of all types are abundant including a number of tropical species found nowhere else in the U.S. The Mexican burrowing toad, a tiny and colorful amphibian with a mating call that sounds like a man saying “Whoa” to his horse, also makes its only entry to our nation here.


Unfortunately, not everything that wanders up from the tropics is a welcome arrival. Most people would probably just as soon live without fire ants and killer bees, but it looks as though they’re here to stay. Boll weevils weren’t exactly greeted with pleasant smiles when they showed up, either (see Chapter Seventeen). The balmy climate produces a particularly pesky and ravenous breed of mosquito, and also seems to agree with scorpions, spiders, and wasps.


The warm climate of South Texas allows for outstanding citrus farming (the grapefruits here grow so big you only get nine to a dozen). It also allows a number of introduced species to thrive. Asian antelope such as the blackbuck and nilgai have adjusted to life on their new range so well that they sometimes offer serious competition to the native deer. Other exotic species—rhinos, giraffe, ostriches, zebra, and deer and antelope from every continent—are found on many of the larger ranches.


Feral hogs, the descendants of the razorback-like livestock of the early settlers, with occasional genetic infusions from wild boars introduced for hunting purposes, are found throughout much of the brush country. They still make good sport for hunters but probably have a detrimental effect on the environment as a whole. Wild hogs will eat just about anything, from a suburban flower garden to a litter of coyote pups, and their menu doesn’t always agree with the balance of nature. They can also be dangerous; if you recall, a herd of wild Texas hogs almost killed Old Yeller.







CHAPTER ONE



The Texas Longhorn


[image: Image]





I can already hear somebody complaining that they thought this was a book about wild animals, and that the Texas longhorn is nothing more than a breed of domestic cattle. Domestic cattle, you say? Could domestic cattle have crossed jagged mountain ranges and flood-swollen rivers, survived through blazing sun and drought and hailstorms and blizzards? Could domestic cattle have fought off grizzly bears and jaguars and packs of wolves; outwitted bands of hungry Comanches; bushwhacked their way through thickets of prickly pear that a rattlesnake would detour around; and grown to maturity on whatever random clumps of coarse vegetation the barren range lands offered? No namby-pamby, modern-day Angus or Hereford could have lasted a week in that environment.


I’ll concede that today there are tame longhorns, which live in fenced pastures and eat commercial livestock feed; there are also tame Bengal tigers, which live in cages and eat government-inspected horse meat. Yet both the Texas longhorn and the Bengal tiger, in their natural condition, are Wild animals with a capital “W.” After all, the University of Texas calls its sports teams the Longhorns, and everyone accepts that as a perfectly logical choice. But could you take these athletes seriously if they were the Holsteins, or the Guernseys, or even the Beefmasters? I don’t think so.


The longhorn’s exact pedigree is debatable, but some of its ancestors probably came over with Columbus. It’s a fact that Spanish cattle arrived on this continent as soon as Spanish humans did. These hardy bovines were the Andalusian breed, the type still pitted against matadors in bullrings today. Barely tamed to begin with, many of them escaped into the wilderness of the New World, where they were fruitful and multiplied. Some of their progeny may have wandered into what is now Texas, although the first large-scale entry took place in the year of 1721. A Spanish nobleman with the title of Marqués de Aguayo, having been appointed governor of Texas and Coahuila, decided to establish large-scale cattle ranching in his domain, and he had several thousand head driven up from southern Mexico. The weaker ones died en route; the survivors began to evolve into longhorns. As American settlers entered Texas, these native proto-longhorns no doubt mixed with other breeds: the predominantly English cattle of Tennessee and Kentucky and the French varieties from Louisiana. The distinctive type known as “Cherokee cattle,” brought into Texas by the tribe of that name, also contributed to the longhorn’s gene pool. However, most cattle historians (yes, there are such people) believe that the Texas longhorns derived primarily from the original Spanish stock.


The vast herds of wild longhorns that once roamed Texas and the Southwest were usually considered big game rather than livestock. Procuring these animals for meat and hides was more often done with a rifle than with a lariat, and bulls frequently had to be killed in self-defense. In his classic work The Longhorns, J. Frank Dobie tells of attacks by wild bulls upon many a lone hunter or traveler, and even on military units. Patrols of infantrymen on both sides during the Mexican war were often routed by belligerent longhorns charging out of the brush. Cavalry soldiers could be tossed in the air, horse and all, by the horns of a big bull. As the human race continued its spread into longhorn country, certain individual bulls became incorrigible man-haters and would charge without provocation. There were instances of wild longhorns attacking sleeping men around a campfire and even demolishing unoccupied cabins that smelled of their enemy. Even after the Civil War, there were plenty of dangerous cattle in the wilderness. The noted hunter R. I. Dodge wrote in 1876: “I should be doing injustice . . . did I fail to mention as game the wild cattle of Texas . . . animals miscalled tame, fifty times more dangerous to footmen than the fiercest buffalo.”


And not just the bulls were dangerous; the cows were no slouch either. There’s a case on record of a two-year-old heifer charging a mounted cowboy and driving one of her horns clear through the man’s leg and into the horse’s stomach (the rider survived; the horse didn’t). The bawl of a calf in trouble would fan the fires of maternal anger in every longhorn cow within hearing range and bring them charging in looking for blood. The enemy, be it cowboy, hunter, or pack of wolves, was usually wise to retreat.


It’s true that today’s longhorns can be brought up to be as docile and sweet-tempered as Elsie the Cow. However, I personally believe that the choleric nature of the original beast is still just beneath the surface: When a situation calls for meanness, the longhorn has plenty of it available. By way of example, let me tell you about a certain bull I used to know. . . .


His name was Dunk (I don’t know why), and he was the rankest animal I ever attempted to ride (note the “attempted”). Just about any bull will try to hurt you if you make him angry, but Dunk was apparently born angry. Trying to hurt something seemed to be his primary goal in life; I think he liked fighting more than eating, drinking, even sex. Dunk would immediately pick a quarrel with whatever crossed his path: other bulls, steers, horses, humans. . . . I’m told he would even charge birds that landed near him and would chase badgers back to their holes.


Dunk was part Texas longhorn. He was also part Brahma, and I suspect he had come into the world accidentally: a result of a gate left open or a too-low fence between his parents. As just about anyone knows, Brahma bulls can be pretty nasty customers when peeved, but I honestly believe it was the longhorn blood that made Dunk what he was. He may have been a direct descendant of one of those man-hating bulls of the open range. If so, he did his best to uphold the heritage.


Dunk’s owner had high hopes of cashing in on this extra-wide mean streak. He (the owner) wanted to make him (the bull) a star and was planning to loan him out to local amateur rodeos in order to break into the field. I had the dubious honor of making the “maiden voyage” on Dunk, but unfortunately, he wouldn’t cooperate with the plan. A rodeo bull is supposed to buck and spin in an attempt to rid itself of the man on its back, and the rider is supposed to try to stay aboard through a combination of strong legs, quick wits, and good reflexes. This particular bull had different methods; he refused to buck. Regardless of flank straps, cowbells, and strategically applied cattle prods, Dunk just wouldn’t buck. As soon as he came out of the chute, he began trying to rub his unwanted passenger off (and out, if possible) against the fence. If that didn’t work within a couple of seconds, he’d roll over, and that always worked. Strong legs were no defense against this; quick wits and good reflexes might keep the rider from serious injury, but it wouldn’t get him any score. This is the only instance I know about where a bull was too mean and too cunning for rodeo use.


As far as I know, nobody ever succeeded in riding Dunk for a full eight seconds, but of course Dunk never remained standing for a full eight seconds. Naturally this disqualified him from making the big time, so I suppose he eventually wound up as ground beef. And I’ll bet even that was tough!


The most noticeable feature of the longhorn was, logically enough, its long horns. Steers grew longer horns than cows or bulls, and apparently the horns of certain individuals continued to increase in size throughout the life of the animal. There are tales of crafty old steers who managed to stay hidden in the thorn brush during many years of roundups on the open range. When finally captured (or, if too clever for that, when their bleached skulls were eventually found in some thicket) these elderly outlaws had horn spans of nine or ten feet. One of J. Frank Dobie’s informants, quoted in The Longhorns, claimed knowledge of a Texas draft ox with horns measuring thirteen feet, six and one-half inches from tip to tip. I’ve personally seen living steers with horns spanning well over seven feet, and I’ve seen old photographs of steers with horns that possibly exceeded nine feet. The longest single horn ever officially documented (eighty-one and one-quarter inches) came from a steer of the Ankole breed, in Africa, but such records weren’t kept until fairly recently. It’s quite possible that some mossy-backed old Texas longhorn of the bygone days could have surpassed it. The 1998 World Grand Champion Trophy Steer, an eleven-year-old Texas longhorn named Amigo Yates, proudly sports a set of horns that stretch for eight feet, seven inches.


Mounted horns are quite another story. Museums, saloons, and tourist traps throughout the West are decorated with horns of a length that far exceeds anything found in nature. While I was in college, I had a part-time job with a company which manufactured these provincial objets d’art, so I speak from experience. Steamed or boiled cattle horns can temporarily be molded like clay; it’s no great accomplishment to stretch one of them a couple of inches. If there is any curve in the horn (and there almost always is), it can be straightened out for even more additional length. This treatment alone can sometimes increase the natural span of a large pair of horns by close to a foot. Mount them onto the ends of a block of wood that is “slightly” wider than the skull that grew them, and you have yourself a real trophy.


The Heritage Museum in Big Spring displays a set of mounted horns spanning ten feet, six inches. This is truly impressive, even if the horns did happen to “grow” a mite during the mounting process. Naturally, nobody would ever admit to such modification, whether or not it actually happened, but keep in mind that mounted steer horns in Texas are sort of like women’s figures in Hollywood—often magnificent, but not always natural.


[image: Image]


Even disregarding its spectacular headgear, the original Texas longhorn was a breed apart. At one time it was considered a species unto itself and was officially designated as Bos texana (or Bos texanus), as opposed to Bos taurus, the “regular” cattle. Nowadays it’s generally accepted that the Texas longhorn is a variety of B. taurus. There are still those who deny this, of course. There are also still those who deny that the Texas human is a variety of American. Granted, both Texas longhorn and Texas human are a bit different from the norm, but not quite enough to justify reclassification.


Old-time longhorns had several distinctive physical characteristics. The body was lean and sinewy. There was sometimes a bit of a sway in the back, and often a noticeable hump over the shoulders. (This hump, plus the thick hides and shaggy coats found on many specimens, led some observers to speculate that the longhorn was part buffalo.) The bones were dense and sturdy, the legs long, and the hooves sharp. Longhorns also tended to have longer tails than did most cattle. I can only guess at what sort of useful adaptation an extra-long tail could have been. Perhaps it was intended for swatting away extra-large flies, or for keeping at bay the vicious mosquitoes of the Gulf Coast country. (When camping out in the domain of these bloodthirsty insects, I’ve often wished that I had a tail myself.)
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