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  CATTLE WAS KING BY EMERSON HOUGH
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  It is after the railways have come to the Plains. The Indians now are vanishing. The buffalo have not yet gone, but are soon to pass.

  Until the closing days of the Civil War, the northern range was wide open domain. The grasses and the sweet waters were accessible for all men who had cows to range. The land laws still were vague, and each man could construe them much as he liked. The homestead law of 1862 worked well enough so long as there were good farming lands for homesteading—lands that would support a home and a family. This same homestead law was the only one available for use on the cattle-range. In practice it was violated thousands of times—in fact, of necessity violated by any cattle man who wished to acquire sufficient range to run a considerable herd. The great timber kings and the great cattle kings, made their fortunes out of their open contempt for the homestead law, which was designed to give all the people an even chance for a home and a farm.

  Swiftly enough, here and there along all the great waterways of the northern range, ranchers, and their men filed claims on the waterfronts. For the most part the open lands were held practically under squatter’s rights; the first cowman in any valley usually had his rights respected, at least for a time. These were the days of the open range. Fences had not come, nor had farms been staked out.

  From the Texas there now appeared thousands of long-horned cattle.

  Naturally the demand for open range steadily increased. There now began the whole complex story of leased lands and fenced lands. The frontier still offered opportunity for the bold man to reap where he had not sown. Even before the rifle-smoke had scarcely time to clear away, the methods of the East overran those of the West.

  But every herd which passed north for delivery of one sort or the other advanced the education of the cowman, whether of the northern or the southern ranges. Some of the southern men began to start feeding ranges in the North, retaining their breeding ranges in the South. The demand of the great upper range for cattle seemed for the time insatiable.

  To the vision of the railroad builders a tremendous potential freightage now appeared. The railroad builders began to calculate that one day they would parallel the northbound cow trail with iron trails of their own and compete with nature for the carrying of this beef. The whole swift story of all that development, while the westbound rails were crossing and crisscrossing the newly won frontier, scarce lasted twenty years. Presently we began to hear in the East of the Chisholm Trail and of the Western Trail which lay beyond it, and of many smaller and intermingling branches. We heard of Ogallalla, in Nebraska, the “Gomorrah of the Range,” the first great upper market-place for distribution of cattle to the swiftly forming northern ranches. The names of new rivers came upon our maps; and beyond the first railroads we began to hear of the Yellowstone, the Powder, the Musselshell, the Tongue, the Big Horn, the Little Missouri.

  The wild life, bold and carefree, coming up from the South now in a mighty surging wave, spread all over that new West which offered to the people of older lands a strange and fascinating interest. Every one on the range had money; every one was independent. Once more it seemed that man had been able to overleap the confining limitations of his life, and to attain independence, self-indulgence, ease and liberty. A chorus of Homeric, riotous mirth, as of a land in laughter, rose up all over the great range. After all, it seemed that we had a new world left, a land not yet used. We still were young! The cry arose that there was land enough for all out West. And at first the trains of white-topped wagons rivaled the crowded coaches westbound on the rails.

  In consequence there came an entire readjustment of values. This country, but yesterday barren and worthless, now was covered with gold, deeper than the gold of California or any of the old placers. New securities and new values appeared. Banks did not care much for the land as security—it was practically worthless without the cattle—but they would lend money on cattle at rates which did not then seem usurious. A new system of finance came into use. Side by side with the expansion of credits went the expansion of the cattle business. Literally in hundreds of thousands the cows came north from the exhaustless ranges of the lower country.

  It was a wild, strange day. But withal it was the kindliest and most generous time, alike the most contented and the boldest time, in all the history of our frontiers. There never was a better life than that of the cowman who had a good range on the Plains and cattle enough to stock his range. There never will be found a better man’s country in all the world than that which ran from the Missouri up to the low foothills of the Rockies.

  [image: image]

  The lower cities took their tribute of the northbound cattle for quite a time. Wichita, Coffeyville, and other towns of lower Kansas in turn made bids for prominence as cattle marts. Agents of the Chicago stockyards would come down along the trails into the Indian Nations to meet the northbound herds and to try to divert them to this or that market as a shipping-point. The Kiowas and Comanches, not yet wholly confined to their reservations, sometimes took tribute, whether in theft or in open extortion, of the herds laboring upward through the long slow season.

  Trail-cutters and herd-combers, licensed or unlicensed hangers-on to the northbound throngs of cattle, appeared along the lower trails—with some reason, occasionally; for in a great northbound herd there might be many cows included under brands other than those of the road brands registered for the drovers of that particular herd. Cattle thieving became an industry of certain value, rivaling in some localities the operations of the bandits of the placer camps. There was great wealth suddenly to be seen. The weak and the lawless, as well as the strong and the unscrupulous, set out to reap after their own fashion where they had not sown. If a grave here or there appeared along the trail or at the edge of the straggling town, it mattered little. If the gamblers and the desperadoes of the cow towns such as Newton, Ellsworth, Abilene, Dodge, furnished a man for breakfast day after day, it mattered little, for plenty of men remained, as good or better. The life was large and careless, and bloodshed was but an incident.

  During the early and unregulated days of the cattle industry, the frontier insisted on its own creed, its own standards. But all the time, coming out from the East, were scores and hundreds of men of exacter notions of trade and business. The enormous waste of the cattle range could not long endure. The toll taken by the thievery of the men who came to be called range-rustlers made an element of loss which could not long be sustained by thinking men. As the Vigilantes regulated things in the mining camps, so now in slightly different fashion the new property owners on the upper range established their own ideas, their own sense of proportion as to law and order. The cattle associations, the banding together of many owners of vast herds, for mutual protection and mutual gain were a natural and logical development. Outside of these there was for a time a highly efficient corps of cattle-range Vigilantes, who shot and hanged some scores of rustlers.

  It was a frenzied life while it lasted—this lurid outburst, the last flare of the frontier. Such towns as Dodge and Ogallalla offered extraordinary phenomena of unrestraint. But fortunately into the worst of these capitals of license came the best men of the new regime, and the new officers of the law, the agents of the Vigilantes, the advance-guard of civilization now crowding on the heels of the wild men of the West. In time the lights of the dance-halls and the saloons and the gambling parlors went out one by one all along the frontier. By 1885 Dodge City, a famed capital of the cow trade, which will live as long as the history of that industry is known, resigned its eminence and declared that from where the sun then stood it would be a cow camp no more! The men of Dodge knew that another day had dawned. But this was after the homesteaders had arrived and put up their wire fences, cutting off from the town the holding grounds of the northbound herds.

  This innovation of barb-wire fences in the seventies had caused a tremendous alteration of conditions over all the country. It had enabled men to fence in their own water-fronts, their own homesteads. Casually, and at first without any objection filed by any one, they had included in their fences many hundreds of thousands of acres of range land to which they had no title whatever. These men—like the large-handed cow barons of the Indian Nations, who had things much as they willed in a little unnoted realm all their own—had money and political influence. And there seemed still range enough for all. If a man wished to throw a drift fence here or there, what mattered it?

  Up to this time not much attention had been paid to the Little Fellow, the man of small capital who registered a brand of his own, and who with a Maverick here and there and the natural increase, and perhaps a trifle of unnatural increase here and there—had proved able to accumulate with more or less rapidity a herd of his own. Now the cattle associations passed rules that no foreman should be allowed to have or register a brand of his own. Not that any foreman could be suspected—not at all!—but the foreman who insisted on his old right to own a running iron and a registered brand was politely asked to find his employment somewhere else.

  
    In the early days a rancher by the name of Maverick, a Texas man, had made himself rich simply by riding out on the open range and branding loose and unmarked occupants of the free lands. Hence the term “Maverick” was applied to any unbranded animal running loose on the range. No one cared to interfere with these early activities in collecting unclaimed cattle. Many a foundation for a great fortune was laid in precisely that way. It was not until the more canny days in the North that Mavericks were regarded with jealous eyes.

  

  The large-handed and once generous methods of the old range now began to narrow themselves. Even if the Little Fellow were able to throw a fence around his own land, very often he did not have land enough to support his herd with profit. A certain antipathy now began to arise between the great cattle owners and the small ones, especially on the upper range, where some rather bitter wars were fought—the cow kings accusing their smaller rivals of rustling cows; the small man accusing the larger operators of having for years done the same thing, and of having grown rich at it.

  The cattle associations, thrifty and shifty, sending their brand inspectors as far east as the stockyards of Kansas City and Chicago, naturally had the whip hand of the smaller men. They employed detectives who regularly combed out the country in search of men who had loose ideas of mine and thine. All the time the cow game was becoming stricter and harder. Easterners brought on the East’s idea of property, of low interest, sure returns, and good security. In short, there was set on once more—as there had been in every great movement across the entire West—the old contest between property rights and human independence in action. It was now once more the Frontier against the States, and the States were foredoomed to win.

  The barb-wire fence, which was at first used extensively by the great operators, came at last to be the greatest friend of the Little Fellow on the range. The Little Fellow, who under the provisions of the homestead act began to push West and to depart farther and farther from the protecting lines of the railways, could locate land and water for himself and fence in both. “I’ve got the law back of me,” was what he said; and what he said was true. Around the old cow camps of the trails, and around the young settlements which did not aspire to be called cow camps, the homesteaders fenced in land—so much land that there came to be no place near any of the shipping-points where a big herd from the South could be held. Along the southern range artificial barriers to the long drive began to be raised. It would be hard to say whether fear of Texas competition or of Texas cattle fever was the more powerful motive in the minds of ranchers in Colorado and Kansas. But the cattle quarantine laws of 1885 nearly broke up the long drive of that year. Men began to talk of fencing off the trails, and keeping the northbound herds within the fences—a thing obviously impossible.

  The railroads soon rendered this discussion needless. Their agents went down to Texas and convinced the shippers that it would be cheaper and safer to put their cows on cattle trains and ship them directly to the ranges where they were to be delivered. And in time the rails running north and south across the Staked Plains into the heart of the lower range began to carry most of the cattle. So ended the old cattle trails.

  What date shall we fix for the setting of the sun of that last frontier? Perhaps the year 1885 is as accurate as any—the time when the cattle trails practically ceased to bring north their vast tribute. But, in fact, there is no exact date for the passing of the frontier. Its decline set in on what day the first lank “nester” from the States outspanned his sun-burned team as he pulled up beside some sweet water on the rolling lands, somewhere in the West, and looked about him, and looked again at the land map held in his hand.

  “I reckon this is our land, Mother,” said he.

  When he said that, he pronounced the doom of the old frontier.
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  THE COWBOY LIFE
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  RANCH WORK

  On the ranch the day’s business started early. At the first sign of dawn, the crusty cook gets out of his kitchen bunk, lights his fire, bawls at the horse wrangler the “roll out,” and sets about preparing breakfast.

  All during the night, the riding ponies had grazed in close to the house. Although the wrangler rose the moment he was called and limited his toilet to putting on his hat, the first wreath of blue smoke from the chimney already had warned the horses of impending work; and by the time the wrangler got out of doors, there was not a single pony within half a mile of the place, only the few “night horses” inside the corral. One of them was saddled, and the scattered band of ponies was rounded up. After a quick breakfast the men carried their saddles and bridles to the corral, and in soon had the animals ready for work.

  On cold days the more kindly riders held their bits before the fire a moment and shielded them by a glove or a coat flap during the transit between the inner house and the horse’s mouth. They did this despite foreknowledge of their broncos’ likely lack of gratitude. Each of those exasperating little brutes would stand, head hanging down, and would resignedly allow the bridle to be put atop his crown, and after a slap or two and many profane requests, the pony would lower his head and would release his viselike closed jaws, would accept the bit and busily begin champing on its roller; would take the saddle; would gaze reproachfully at his tormenter; and then apparently would doze off.

  During warm weather life was comparatively easy. There were, of course, the spring and fall roundups and the resultant “drives” to the “shipping point” at the railroad.
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  There was the gentling of horses. If the ranch was in a region that necessitated use of a different feeding ground in winter from that of summer, the livestock would have to be shifted from one of these ranges to the other, the winter range being in the low country, while the summer range would be on the higher “benches,” or on the upper levels of the hills.

  There were inspection trips around the range, outridings to discover the location and physical state of the scattered groups of stock, to check the condition of the water and grass and to move the stock to fresh ground if it was found to be insufficient, to fend the animals away from known patches of loco-weed, to discover by riding sign whether any animals were straying too far afield and if so to turn them homeward, to rescue, by means of a tightly drawn lariat and straining pony some bogged, mired steer or horse, to look out for signs of thieves, settlers, and predatory animals, and if necessary, to lay traps or poisoned baits for wolves.

  Diseased or injured animals were inspected, and according to the nature of the problem, were treated or destroyed.

  In addition to all these incidents, there might be the work of salvage at some cloudburst’s scene, a prairie fire to suppress, or an urgent call for aid against marauding Indians.
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  Mail had to be carried to and from the post office, perhaps a hundred miles or more away; and sometimes the wagons had to make a long trip for supplies.

  These wagons, stout, springless, creaking things, traversed awful roads and country devoid of road, often taking to the boulder-strewn beds of streams, dragged on their bone-jarring, noisy way by two or more oxen. The wagons were driven by teamsters or bull-whackers, not by cowboys.

  But the list of daily chores is not finished. Horses had to be shod, work animals on all four feet, saddle animals, if at all, on the front feet only unless they were to be used in very rocky country. In this case, they were usually shod on each of their four feet.

  Repairs had to be made to saddles and to wagons. Lariats and harnesses had to be mended.

  A clash with Indians was sometimes serious business. After the government had forced the Indians onto reservations and left the bulk of the plains to the ranchers, an Indian tribe occasionally “jumped” its reservation, and went on the “warpath.” Cowboys were occasionally drawn into this by running afoul of the belligerent Natives, or by being taken on by the army for auxiliary service.

  PRAIRIE FIRES

  A prairie fire sometimes produced exciting duties. Fires were frequent; but usually of small importance—and if promptly attacked—easily exterminated. At other times, however, they were terrifying.

  The two methods most often used in fighting prairie fires are straddling and backfiring. In straddling, two mounted men—one on either side—drag at lariat’s end, heaps of green hides, or wet blankets along the fire line, while other men, mounted or afoot, beat at the fire’s sidelines with similar tools or with bunches of brush.

  The thickness of the grass or the velocity of the wind might generate heat or movement so as to make straddling impossible, and then the only remedy was to “backfire” across the burn’s prospective course. Along the zone selected for the “backfire,” a horsemen trailed bundles of burning sticks. The flames this started were held in check on their homeward side by straddling them.

  TWISTERS

  Occasionally a tornado or twister tore its way across the plains, leaving dead animals in its wake and crazed, maddened cattle tearing in wild stampede. Heavy wind, thunder, and lightning meant difficult and dangerous riding before the cowboys could get the panicked heard back into some kind of order.

  The twister’s prelude was awesome, and its onset was terrific. A sky of inky blackness in one quarter of the sky, suffused with tones of copper and dark green. At first whatever wind had been blowing ceased, and then fell a silence, deathlike except for the nervous lowing of the cattle. Presently came a long-drawn moaning sound, and then with a roar, a screwing, lightning-capped funnel, point down, lined with dust, bushes, and trees, rushed out of the copper and green, and tore across the flatland.

  The punchers had seconds in which to act, strove to guess the funnel’s prospective course and throw the cattle away from it and if possible, into protecting gullies. Despite the limited time, there was some opportunity for maneuver, because the funnel was usually of comparatively small diameter, a few hundred yards at the most. Moreover, it would occasionally hang, which is to say, would for a moment or two, slow or even halt its progress. Then, too, it might now and then skip, lift, or raise its tip from the ground and sail harmlessly until lowering itself to the earth again and resuming its murderous course.

  The desperate punchers stayed with the rampaging cattle until the last possible instant, then spun their horses, facing the storm, leaning flat on their animals’ necks, and charged headlong through the almost solid wall of wind that flanked the storm’s funnel. Taken sideways by the wall of wind might mean a horse blown over. Taken in any position by the funnel itself almost surely meant death. Witnesses have reported cattle and horses picked up and carried more than a quarter of a mile through the air before the storm tired of her playthings and dropped them.
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  RANGE CATTLE

  While roaming on the range, the less the cattle are interfered with, the better, particularly in winter. In this half-wild state, they can take much better care of themselves and find shelter and food; whereas, if they were herded—that is, controlled by men—they would probably starve.

  The cattle split up into bunches and take possession of some small valley or slope where they can get water at no great distance. The shallowest spring bubbling up through mud will satisfy several head, if they get it all to themselves. But when you reach it, there is nothing fit for you to drink, and most likely your horse will refuse the mixture of mud in alkaline water, which pleases the cow.

  If water is scarce, the cattle must make long tramps, and the country is then crossed by deeply trodden paths, which are an unerring guide to the thirsty horseman. The cattle come down these paths just before the sun gets hot, have a drink, and then lie down till the evening, when they go off again to the pasture at some distance and feed most part of the night.

  WINTER WORK

  In the beginning of winter, the cattle leave the high ground, and the appearance of a few hundred head in the valley which the day before was empty tells the tale of severe cold or snow storms in the mountains.

  Cattle like the shelter of heavy timber, which they find along the banks of streams, and here at some rapid or at the tail of a beaver dam is their best chance for getting water. They cannot, like the horse, eat snow, nor does their instinct suggest to them to paw away that covering to reach the grass beneath. In fact, the cattle will sometimes latch on to a herd of horses, sustaining themselves by following in their footsteps.

  When times are hard, the cattle will subsist on grease wood and eat almost anything, but until the young sprouts begin to shoot, there is little to find on the prairie after the snow has covered the ground. Bare cottonwood trees line the streams. Horses will manage to keep alive on the bark of these trees, but the cattle are far less hardy than the horses. These ponies will come through the exceptional winters when 20 percent of the cattle have been lost.
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  Winter brings hard work upon cold ranges. Though the tasks were fewer than at other times of the year, they were strenuous. Although inspection trips and night-herding when the thermometer reads at forty degrees below zero are no fun, the stock needs to be guarded night and day no matter what.

  On a large ranch, the work was performed by cowboys operating from the main buildings, and by men stationed in far-off outpost cabins—so-called line camps. These men were interchangeably called line riders or outriders, though, strictly speaking, a line rider had a regular beat, while an outrider worked anywhere.

  The riders had to know where grass was plentiful and the snow above it reasonably shallow, and to constantly keep their wards shepherded within this territory, because the animals’ only food was the grass, and they could only reach it by pawing through the snow. Horses could feed themselves through even deep covering, if it was powdery; but let an ice crust form, and the story would be very different. A thaw, immediately followed by a freeze, spelled disaster on the Range.

  [image: image]

  Even in snowless stretches, danger lurked, for rain, promptly followed by a drop in temperature, turned each grass blade into an icicle so armored that the livestock would not eat it.

  The winds, however cold, were friendly to the stock in that they swept away the snow from wide stretches of grazing-ground.

  Although during the winter the horse herd could take charge of itself and needed little guidance, the cattle throughout that period needed constant care.

  At the sign of an impending storm—day or night—off went the riders to hustle their charges behind the protection of trees or projecting rocks, or else into valleys or swales, which were less likely to be buried deep in snow.

  MEALS

  At the most ranches, owners and employees ate at the same table, and in seating themselves made no distinction between wage-earner and wage-payer beyond that the seat at the table’s head commonly was ceded to whichever of the owners was regarded as the leader among themselves. A few establishments set a separate table for employees, and so created some little resentment in a region where democracy was very potent.

  Meals usually were of short duration, for the westerner was not formal about his eating, and did not interrupt it with conversation. In addition, the cook was impatient to do the dish-washing—and privileged by his position to speak his mind—he usually exhorted dawdlers to “swallow and git out.” Meals ordinarily were promptly attended, as tardy eaters of most of the ranches received from the cook only a grin, an airy pointing at the bean-pot, and the words: “Beans, help yourselves.”
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