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The cowboy has become a classic character in American folklore.





Introduction


The proud tradition of American cowboying has a very long history that dates right back to the Mexican charros. They, in turn, inherited their skills from the Spanish conquistadors, who had arrived in the Americas following Christopher Columbus’s discovery of the New World in 1492.


The heyday of the American cowboy stretched from the years following the Civil War through to the 1880s. This was the time of the great cattle drives along the iconic cattle trails. These acted as arteries of cow commerce from the Southern states to America’s meat-hungry East and North. The impetus behind the growing cattle trade was simple: there were more cattle than people in the huge tract of land between the Great Plains and California, while the industrialised and heavily-populated northern and eastern states were crying out for fresh meat.


Inevitably, this led to a great increase in the number of men employed in the industry. Although cowhands had been working on ranches in Georgia and Florida before the Civil War, the profession only became familiar to most Americans when they became familiar in the states and territories to the west of the Missouri. In the decades following the war, it is estimated that as many as forty-thousand men worked as cow punchers in the burgeoning cattle industry.


The term “cowboy” itself is thought to have been coined by the greatest cattleman of all, Charles Goodnight. When Goodnight wrote about the ranching methods he used on his extensive J.A. Ranch, he explained how he had employed “a little army of men called “cowboys”” to care for his hundred-thousand head of cattle. Surprisingly, Goodnight was writing in the mid 1880s, when land enclosure was already threatening the cowhand’s traditional role. Goodnight had originally referred to his hands as “boys,” and he did indeed have a very paternal relationship with them. At this time, the average age of a western cowboy was around twenty-four.


It could be argued that far from being free to roam the unspoiled prairie, cowboys were actually little more than servants of investors from eastern America and Europe as the cattle business became hugely profitable. But despite this, our image of the brave cowboy persists, that of a strong and resolute individual facing down dangers of all kinds; wild weather, wild beasts, and wild men.


The involvement of capital, especially in the railroad industry, did have a huge effect on the cattle trade. Immensely long cattle drives were now required to bring cattle from the Texan and Southern ranches to the railheads that had sprung up, mostly in Kansas. From here, the animals were loaded onto cattle trucks and shipped to where their meat could bring the highest prices. Generally, this was about ten times what the meat was worth in the South.


The cowboys themselves led tough and largely thankless lives, surviving on meagre pay of around $25 to $45 a month. Few were literate, and most would have struggled to find other forms of employment. Their work was also dangerous; every cowboy had to beware of stampedes, snakes, and drought, but a cowboy’s most likely cause of death was from riding accidents. It was relatively common for men to be dragged, thrown, or kicked to death by their own horse. The second most likely cause of death was from pneumonia, hardly surprising when you consider their working and living conditions.


Though it may seem lonely and unrewarding by modern standards, the life of the cowboy seems to carry lasting appeal. We admire their courage and self-reliance, and their freedom to roam across the unspoiled wilderness of the West. The cowboy has become a true icon of the American way of life.
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Cowboys worked in all conditions. This one is wearing a pommel slicker.
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This oil painting of a well-equipped cowboy was featured in an early advertisement for Colt.





The History of The Cowboy


Oh, he would twirl that lariat and he didn’t do it slow He could catch them forefeet nine out often for any kind of dough And when the herd stamped he was always on the spot And set them to milling, like the stirrings of a pot
— from Zebra Dun, cowboy folk song


Of all the West’s iconic characters, the cowboy is the most universally recognized and admired. But the cowboy role that has come to symbolize the free spirit of America actually originated in Spain. When the conquistadors imported their cattle handling skills into South America in the sixteenth century the vaqueros learned how to herd large numbers of horses and cattle across the open lands to forage. These original cowpunchers were usually mounted on horseback, but also rode donkeys, or burros. The Spanish were also responsible for bringing the first Longhorn cattle to America in 1493.


The word “cowboy” (the English-language equivalent of the Spanish vaqueros), made its first appearance between 1715 and 1725. By this time, the cattle industry had become an important element of the North American economy, particularly in the South and West. The “boy” tag was not meant to be demeaning; tough work like this required youth and vigor, and boys as young as twelve were employed in ranch work.


As European settlers imported Longhorn cattle to America, a culture of ranching became established, particularly in the South. Surprisingly, the market for beef meat was very limited at this time, and the animals were mainly bred for their hides and tallow. The State of Texas (independent from 1836), soon became prominent in the American cattle trade. Anglo-Texans drove out many Mexican ranchers from the territory and confiscated their animals. This new breed of Texas cattlemen soon developed its own cowboy traditions. Typically the Texas cowboy was a solitary drifter, who worked for a different outfit every season.


Ranching had been established much longer in California. There were already nineteen rancheros by 1790, and this number was greatly increased by 1836. Spanish mission farmlands were often seized by the Mexican government and huge tracts of land were redistributed to favored ranchers for grazing. More verdant grazing meant that there was less open range, and Californian meat tended to stay in the region. This meant far fewer cattle drives, and more settled living conditions for Californian cowboys, who mostly lived on permanent ranches. Also known as buckaroos, they were considered more skilled in animal husbandry than their Texan counterparts. California cowboys often aspired to someday own their own ranches, get married, and have a family, whereas Texan cowboys were far more likely to stay single and wander the land.
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For many Americans, John Wayne is the epitome of cowboy glamor. In real life, he was admired for his horsemanship and courage.
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A romantic evocation of the life of a cowboy. One man and his horse guard the herd, while the others rest in their dreaming sacks.


A third type of cowhand, known as the Florida cowhunter, or “cracker cowboy”, had a completely different way of working. Spanish settlers had introduced cattle to the state in the sixteenth century, and cowhunters were usually of Spanish or American Indian descent. These men used dogs and bullwhips rather than horses and lassos to control the smaller breeds of cattle native to this region. Historically, meat produced in Florida was used to supply the Spanish missions in the north of the state and the island of Cuba, but this meat became of critical importance to the Confederacy during the Civil War. It was so crucial that in March, 1864, the eight-hundred-strong Cow Cavalry (the 1st Battalion Florida Special Cavalry) was formed to protect the cattle from Union raiders.
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The heyday of the cattle trails was between 1866 and 1890.
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A small number of well-trained cowboys could control thousands of cows on the trail. They were paid between $25 and $40 a month for their hard work.


In Canada, the cattle industry was focused on Alberta and Saskatchewan. Many cowboys working in Canada came north from America. Elsewhere in the Americas, Hawaii had its paniolos, Argentina its gauchos, Peru its chalans, Chile its huasos, and Mexico its vaqueros and charros. Each of these regions had wide-open spaces for grazing cattle, sheep, or horses, and developed its own special herding techniques and traditions.
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The tough and distinctive Texas Longhorn was well-suited to the cattle drives. The breed lost very little weight along the trail.
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Roping was an important skill for a trailhand, and became celebrated in rodeos across the West.
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A fantastic panorama of a cattle drive. The photograph shows the ethnic diversity of the trailhands.


Marlin Models 1893 and 1894


Winchester didn’t have it all its own way in the Western market. The Marlin Firearms Company launched its first lever-action rifle in 1881, followed by the Model 1893. The 1893 was the company’s first rifle designed for the recently introduced smokeless cartridge. It was offered in five different calibers. The barrels were either round or octagonal, and varied in length between twenty-four and thirty-two inches. Some 900,000 examples of the gun were manufactured. They were marked Model 1893 up to 1905 but this was shortened to Model 93 thereafter. This example is marked Model 93.


The Model 1894 was very similar to the Model 1893, but had a shorter action. This example is in .25-20 caliber and has a twenty-four inch round barrel. Marlin manufactured around 250,000 Model 1894s between 1894 and 1935. Marlin guns were mass-produced and sold at competitive prices. Their marketing strategy is the same today. As a result, the Marlin was a popular cowboy weapon.
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Martin’s 1893 was their first rifle specifically designed for the smokeless cartridge.


In 1969 the company returned the popular Model 1894 into production, now chambered for the .44 Magnum. A wide variety of Model 1894s has appeared since then, chambered for various calibers: the .22, .the 38 Special, and the .45 Long Colt. This example is chambered for the .45 Long Colt round. This version of the weapon was first marketed in 1996 and is intended to meet the requirements of the sport of cowboy action shooting. The weapon weighs seven-and-a-half pounds and the tubular magazine holds ten rounds.
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John M. Marlin founded Marlin Firearms in 1870.


The original Marlin workshop was located on State Street in New Haven, Connecticut.




The Cattle Towns of the West


The defeat of the Southern states in the Civil War had a great effect on the cattle industry, leading to a kind of cowboy diaspora. When Texans went off to fight in the war, their cattle were left to roam free, and huge herds built up. After the war, there was no market for the five million cattle stranded in the economically crippled South, while the wealthy and industrial North was desperate for meat.


To drive these cattle north was extremely difficult, time-consuming, and dangerous. This meant that cowboy skills were in high demand. Originally, the Texan herds were driven across Missouri on their way to the north and east. But the cattlemen ran into increasing hostility from the local farmers, who objected to the damage that the cattle drives caused. Many also believed that the cows carried a virulent tick that was deadly to their livestock. In effect, this standoff meant that thousands of cattle were marooned in Texas, where they were worth only $4 a head. They were prevented from reaching the North, where each animal was worth in excess of $40.


This economic opportunity was the impetus that inspired an economically and culturally important phenomenon. This was a completely new kind of settlement, the western cattle town.


These towns underwent a boom that lasted for about five years. The major cattle towns were all at the new Kansas railheads: Abilene, Hays City, Dodge City, Newton, and Ellsworth.
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