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  To my dad and my mom who took us West






  My dear fellow, sit down. Were I to dare to tell you my adventures, they would fill a stack of books that would reach as high as the Bunker Hill Monument, and be as full of fire as the eruptions of Vesuvius. It is almost impossible for me to give you any idea of scout life; for where shall I begin or leave off? But I’ll tell you what I am going to do this summer . . .

  —TEXAS JACK







  
AUTHOR’S NOTE


  MANY OF THE SOURCES QUOTED IN THIS BOOK USE TERMS AND PHRASES that are rightly considered racist by the standards of today. Racist terminology used to describe Native Americans, including variations on the words “redskin,” “Injun,” “savage,” “squaw,” and several others are present throughout quoted text and speak to the prevailing—though thankfully not universal—sentiment of the time. Similarly, slaves on a Virginia plantation are referred to in a quoted newspaper piece as “darkies.” The author would like to strongly state that these words are quoted verbatim for accuracy and context and do not express in any way his views on either Native Americans or people of color.

  Where possible, Native American people have been identified by tribe and by name in both their own language and in English, and the names of historic conflicts such as the Battle of the Little Bighorn are also referred to by the English versions of their native names, i.e., the Battle of the Greasy Grass.





  
INTRODUCTION


  IT COULD BE A SCENE IN ANY HOLLYWOOD WESTERN. BEFORE THE break of dawn on a cool spring morning, a civilian scout and his cowboy friend ride out of a frontier army fort in pursuit of a party of Indian raiders. The raiders absconded with the horses from the army’s telegraph station the night before and raced north, across the prairie toward relative safety beyond the river’s northern branch. Close behind the scout and the cowboy rode two squadrons of soldiers. Their captain assured his men that the pair at the lead could read the signs and follow the trail of their enemies.

  After breaking camp in the cold predawn hours and a hard ride of many miles across the unbroken prairie, the scout and the cowboy abruptly stopped ahead of the troops, conversing as they pointed into the distance. They rode back to tell the captain that the Indians and their stolen horses were just on the other side of the river. The scout proposed to proceed with a small number of men toward the enemy encampment while the cowboy took the larger force around from the north, surrounding the natives and cutting off their escape. Soon the cavalry was split, and as the flanking column led by the cowboy wended its way into position, gunfire erupted from the direction of the camp. The cowboy immediately put heel to horseflesh, charging toward the sound of rifle shot, followed by the pounding hooves of the troops’ mounts as they rushed toward the scout and his smaller contingent now engaged in combat.

  The scout had just fired his .50 caliber trapdoor needle gun at one of the mounted braves when he felt fire blaze across his scalp, followed by the blinding flow of blood pouring across his forehead. Frantically wiping the warm blood from his eyes, he looked in the direction of the shot. There he saw the warrior who had pulled the trigger falling to the earth, a bullet fired from the weapon of the mounted cowboy lodged in his brain. Had the cowboy fired a second later, the scout knew, the shot meant to end his life would not have missed. The cavalry troops rounded up the remaining braves, and the scout bandaged his wound while the cowboy showed the ranking officer the tracks indicating the larger force of Indians that had recently camped in the area.

  The captain’s report to his superior officers about the incident noted that the scout’s “reputation for bravery and skill as a guide is so well established that I need not say anything else than but he acted in his usual manner.” The cowboy, he said, “is a very good trailer and a brave man, who knows the country well, and I respectfully recommend his employment as a guide should the service of one . . . be needed.”
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  The idea of encounters like this—of cowboys fighting Indians on the outskirts of civilization—is so ingrained in the collective conscience that the scenario seems not merely plausible but possibly clichéd. The tropic cowboy captures all of American history and virtue reduced to a central mythic figure comprising a set of beliefs: The cowboy fought Indians. The cowboy was a rugged individualist. The cowboy played a significant role in American history. The cowboy fought in gunfights. The cowboy’s life was full of excitement.

  The reality of the cowboy stands in contrast with romantic depictions in stories and movies. By the time of the big Texas cattle drives of the late 1860s, herders meticulously avoided native territories, despite the decimation of native populations between Texas and Kansas by disease and the relegation of Native Americans to reservations. Ranch owners entrusted their cowboys with the care of their valuable stock. Ensuring the value of their charges during transportation made cowboys more akin to modern truck drivers than leather-clad knights. Cattle drives along the Chisholm Trail, Goodnight-Loving Trail, and others lasted only from 1866 until the mid-1880s when a combination of rail lines and hundreds of miles of barbed-wire fence rendered the job of trail-driving cowboy obsolete. During the scant twenty years of cowboy primacy, swift streams swollen by rain, lightning, falls from horseback, and disease accounted for the majority of cowboy deaths. A cowboy was more likely to draw his gun on a farmer than on another cowboy or card cheat across a town square at high noon—more likely to fire his rifle at a coyote than a Comanche (Numunuu) brave. Dust and tedium were the rule of a cowboy’s work, as was enduring the worst of conditions to ensure top dollar for beef.

  Why, then, do stories of cowboys and Indians fighting in the American West ring so true? How did this virtually nonexistent conflict come to form the basis of the Western, America’s most enduring mythology, both in print and on-screen? Is there some foundational truth upon which this myth is built? In looking for answers to these questions, one must start with the man most responsible for shaping the popular understanding of the American West, Buffalo Bill Cody.

  It is impossible to overstate the enormous impact of Buffalo Bill and his Wild West entertainment upon the American public consciousness from the show’s inception in 1883 until well beyond his death in 1917. During those thirty-four years, no entertainer was as successful, no American as widely known, as William Frederick “Buffalo Bill” Cody. Today, in Cody, Wyoming, visitors to the town named after its famous founder and situated on the Shoshone River at the entrance to Yellowstone National Park can visit the Buffalo Bill Center of the West. Patrons are greeted by a helio-display of the scout, welcoming visitors the same way the genuine article welcomed hundreds of thousands to the enormous spectacle of his traveling Wild West exhibitions. Now, as then, Buffalo Bill serves as a primer on and cornerstone of America’s fascination with the American West, as he has from the moment he stepped from the frontier and the yellowed pages of dime novels and onto a Chicago stage in the winter of 1872. As biographer Louis Warren notes in his book Buffalo Bill’s America, “For generations of Americans and Europeans, Buffalo Bill defined the meaning of American history and American identity. . . . [The] crowds who came to see Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show spoke so widely and fervently about it for years afterward that it became a defining cultural memory—or dream—of America.”1

  Central to Cody’s vision of the Wild West was what would become the defining icon of the Western man—the cowboy. Indeed, for over twenty years the culminating act of the show was listed in the program as “Attack on a Settler’s Cabin by Hostile Indians. Repulse by Cowboys, under the Leadership of Buffalo Bill.” With civilization at stake and the fate of the emblematic white family on the line, the group of heroes riding to the rescue was not comprised of professional soldiers, but of cowboys. At their head was Buffalo Bill, a man who Warren notes was “an absentee [ranch] owner who was never a cowboy.”2 When Cody, celebrated as a civilian scout for the military well before taking to the stage in 1872, rode toward engagements with hostile Sioux (Očhéthi Šakówiŋ) or Cheyenne (Tsêhéstáno) on the plains of Nebraska and hills of the Dakota territory, it was never in the company of cowboys, but of trained soldiers. Why, then, did Cody present the cowboy as the savior of the white family—of civilization itself—from the threat of savagery?

  One important clue lies in the programs handed out to the millions of men, women, and children visiting the Wild West at stops in cities across America and throughout Europe. From its inception as The Wild West: Buffalo Bill and Dr. Carver’s Rocky Mountain and Prairie Exhibition in 1883 and in long stands at New York’s Madison Square Garden in 1886, Queen Victoria’s 1887 Diamond Jubilee in London, and Chicago’s Columbian Exposition in 1893, these programs contained a section titled simply “The Cow-Boy.”

  “The cow-boy!” began the piece that introduced the profession to so many eager spectators, “How often spoken of, how falsely imagined, how greatly despised (where not known), how little understood! I’ve been there considerable.” With descriptions of stampedes and storms, cowboys singing to restless steers at night, and “cow sense,” the piece describes a profession requiring the patience of Job and peopled by ambitious, adventurous, and rebellious young men, “taught at school to admire the deceased little Georgie [Washington] in exploring adventures, though not equaling him in ‘cherry-tree goodness.’ ”

  How many of these brave cowboys “never finish,” the author wonders in conclusion, “but mark the trail with their silent graves, no one can tell. But when Gabriel toots his horn, the ‘Chisholm Trail’ will swarm with cow-boys. ‘Howsomever, we’ll all be thar’, let’s hope, for a happy trip, when we say to this planet, adios!”

  This piece, explaining the origins and extolling the virtues of the cowboy to audiences amassed to experience a group of the same gallantly riding to the settler family’s rescue at the heels of Buffalo Bill Cody, bore the signature of one of that man’s oldest friends and earliest associates, Texas Jack. In looking at Cody’s life for a significant example of the kind of man that Buffalo Bill—jayhawker, soldier, hunter, and scout—would raise above all other professions in his simulacrum of the real West, presented as absolute historical truth to huge audiences across the world, one need look no further than John B. “Texas Jack” Omohundro, cowboy.

  Thousands of men and women shared stage or stadium with Bill Cody. Wild Bill Hickok, Doc Carver, Annie Oakley, and Sitting Bull each appeared with the scout in various permutations of his ever-evolving entertainment career. Alone among his fellow scouts, soldiers, shooters, and stars, Texas Jack was perhaps the only person in Bill Cody’s life who qualified fully as partner. On stage and trail, the men stood as equals, shared equal billing, and split equal revenues. They were friends and scouting partners in frontier Nebraska for three years before stepping together onto the stage in Chicago as actors for the first time. The pair would tour together in the East and hunt together in the West for four years before separating to establish their own touring companies.

  During their years together onstage, Buffalo Bill impressed crowds with tales of buffalo hunting on horseback while Texas Jack thrilled with stories of cattle stampedes told in his baritone Virginia drawl. He entertained packed halls, auditoriums, and theaters as he whirled his lasso overhead, the first to turn that tool of the cowboy trade into an object of entertainment for fascinated audiences. More than stage costars and business associates, the men were friends and partners. Cody referred to the relationship as “Pards of the Plains for life.”3 In Nebraska, while Cody spent long weeks away from his North Platte home scouting with the Third Cavalry, Texas Jack slept in a spare room at the Cody house to ensure the safety of Bill’s wife, Louisa, and their children, Arta, Kit Carson, and Orra.

  Louis Warren points out that “William Cody seldom spoke of death, or of people who had died. In all his correspondence there is barely a mention of any deceased friends or acquaintances. He wrote no poignant words about Wild Bill Hickok, Sitting Bull, or Nate Salsbury. No matter how tragic their deaths, he seldom spoke of the loss.”4 The exception to this rule is John Omohundro. On September 5, 1908, twenty-eight years after Texas Jack’s death in Leadville, Colorado, the loss still weighed heavy on Cody’s mind. That evening, Cody assembled the entire cast of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West at the grave of his cowboy friend.

  With the sun setting behind 14,000-foot Mount Massive, Cody and his Wild West troupe gathered under the tall pines of Evergreen Cemetery in Leadville to pay tribute to Texas Jack. A reporter for the local Herald Democrat wrote that “If the spirit of Texas Jack were able to hover over the little mound that contains his mortal remains he would have been gratified by the ceremonies in honor of his memory. They were the kind of ceremonies that his plain, rough, honest character would have asked could he have chosen—brief, simple, and unaffected, but oh, how impressive!”5 A reverend offered a prayer, and Cody stepped forward to say a few words about his friend.

  Picture the scene: The silver-haired showman stands next to the pine slab marking his old partner’s final resting place. Around him are hundreds of Leadville locals, and next to him stands the reverend who conducted the service and the professor who led the brass band at Omohundro’s funeral procession twenty-eight years earlier. Members of Cody’s Wild West show stand arrayed in their costumes. A dozen cavalrymen form a rough semicircle. Some of these men, like their leader Buffalo Bill, served the Union during the Civil War, fighting on the opposite side of the battlefield from the former Confederate soldier they now commemorated. Representatives of the Ute and Sioux tribes, also part of Cody’s entourage, stand tall in war paint and feather headdresses as they listen to words spoken about a man who claimed Powhatan (Wahunsenacawh) lineage, hunted with the Pawnee (Chaticks si Chaticks), and fought against Comanche, Sioux, Nez Perce (Niimiipuu), and Cheyenne. Russian Cossack hunters, Japanese warriors, British cavalry, Arab riders, and German horsemen, each in full show garb, have come to pay their respects.

  A report in the local newspaper captures best the largest constituent group of men gathered for the ceremony. “Impressed by the ceremony second only to Col. Cody himself was the crowd of cowboys, whose experiences on the plains have been similar to those of the dead friend of their present day chieftain. These men felt that the old scout was one of them. To them the service was of greater import than to those whose life has been spent in some other pursuit. Tears welled to the eyes of many of these strong-muscled, large-hearted men. It was one of their comrades whom they were honoring, a man whom they knew and whose life was their life, though they had never seen him.”6

  Here, then, are the cowboys of the Wild West, come to honor one of their own, the first of their kind. These men shared with Texas Jack the common bond of the trail: hours spent breathing the dust of the herd, nights filled with stories shared by campfire and invented verse sung to restless doggies, tedious days and weeks broken only by the adrenaline rush of high river crossing, murderous rustler, and deadly stampede. Here stood the second generation of cowboy stars, held dear in American hearts as the rescuers of embattled settlers and the embodiment of the frontier man, acknowledging the first of their kind.

  Cody removes his ever-present wide-brimmed Stetson, his famous locks now silvered and significantly thinned with age. He clutches the hat before him and begins to speak:


  My friends, perhaps many of you do not know this man whom we have gathered to honor. No doubt you would like to know something of him, who was one of my dearest and most intimate friends.

  John B. Omohundro, better known as Texas Jack, was a Virginian by birth. The blood of the Powhatan Indians flowed in his veins. He was of proud and noble birth.

  During the Civil War he was a member of the cavalry command under Col. “Jeb” Stuart of the Confederate Army. He was one of his most trusted and faithful scouts and performed almost invaluable service for him.

  After the war he drifted westward and located in Texas, where he took up the hazardous work of a cowboy. He was one of the original Texas cowboys, when life on the plains was a hardship and a trying duty.

  When they began to drive the cattle to the northern country, he engaged in that occupation, following the herds northward, and returning after each trip for another herd.

  Finally, he located at North Platte, Nebraska. It was there that I first met him. He was an expert trailer and scout. I soon recognized this and tried to secure his appointment in United States service. But the authorities were unwilling to hire discharged Confederate scouts, so I had to take the matter to the Secretary of War. After much persuasion I was given permission to hire him.



  Here Cody’s voice breaks.


  In this capacity I learned to know him and to respect his bravery and ability. He was a whole-souled, brave, generous, good-hearted man.

  Later he and I went East to go into the show business. He was the first to do a lasso act upon the stage.

  After a short career with the show we again went West. That was in 1876, when the Sioux War was being fought. About the same time General Custer was killed and we had to take part in many important engagements. After the Indian Wars we returned East and again went on the stage. It was during tours of the large cities that he met and married Mademoiselle Morlacchi, the famous dancer, who later traveled with him.

  After I left him, he and she continued to travel. They came to Leadville, where she was engaged as a performer. Becoming attached to the place, my friend and his wife remained for a while.

  It was while here that he was stricken with pneumonia, which was then prevalent. He succumbed, and was buried here under this mound by his many friends.

  Among those who contributed to the ceremony at that time was Mr. Kerns, who is here now, and who remembers the manly traits of poor Jack.



  Cody pauses to gather himself before continuing.


  Jack was an old friend of mine and a good one. Instead of this board which now marks his grave, we will soon have erected a more substantial monument, one more worthy of a brave and good man.



  Cody’s eyes follow the sweep of his hand past the board, beyond the pine trees, and toward Mount Massive towering in the fading orange sunset. A slight breeze plays through the tops of the trees as they cast long shadows over the assembled party. Cody takes a moment to wipe his brimming eyes with his handkerchief. He looks out over the assembled citizens of Leadville and then to the cast of his Wild West show, the dozens of Native Americans, soldiers, scouts, and cowboys that are employees, cast members, and friends. He places a hand on the grave marker he means to replace and returns the Stetson once again to his head.


  May he rest in peace.7



  As the band plays “Nearer My God to Thee,” Cody places a wreath of flowers on the grave of his old friend. He mumbles a few brief words of his own before mounting his horse and riding away.

  Show programs and graveside eulogies are not the only places where it is readily apparent that Buffalo Bill remembered his closest friend. In 1883, a decade after his first tour with Texas Jack and three years after his death, Cody wrote and published a story about his friend titled “Texas Jack, the Prairie Rattler.” That same year Omohundro’s writings about his first buffalo hunt with the Pawnee were likewise printed in material from the Wild West show, where they remained for the rest of Cody’s life. Cody mentions Texas Jack fondly in each of his autobiographies. In her book about her late husband, Louisa Cody paints Jack as an ever-present fixture in Bill’s life, both at their home in Nebraska and as they began their stage venture in Chicago. Texas Jack and Buffalo Bill didn’t just hunt and scout together; they hung wallpaper and shared dinner; they fought hostile Sioux and entertained royalty.

  When one reporter was granted an interview with Cody during the height of his fame at his Scout’s Rest Ranch home west of North Platte, Nebraska, he spent a portion of his article describing the home. The reporter mentions that on the wall opposite the entrance, visible immediately when a guest walked into the home, was a color drawing of Texas Jack. In the same way, an image of Texas Jack is imprinted on the cowboy as presented to America and the world by Buffalo Bill and his Wild West show. In Texas Jack, we discover the foundation of both common perception and tropic ideal. If in Texas Jack we see the cowboy, then perhaps in the cowboy we will find Texas Jack.
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  William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody at the grave of John B. “Texas Jack” Omohundro, September 5, 1908, Leadville, Colorado. (BUFFALO BILL CENTER OF THE WEST, CODY, WYOMING)





  
ACT I



  [Buffalo] Bill had, I think, always been in Government employ as a scout, but Texas Jack had been a cowboy, one of the old-time breed of men who drove herds of cattle from way down South to Northern markets for weeks and months, through a country infested by Indians and white cattle thieves. With the settling up of the country that type has disappeared . . .

  —WINDHAM THOMAS WYNDHAM-QUIN, FOURTH EARL OF DUNRAVEN
PAST TIMES AND PASTIMES







  CHAPTER ONE

  Cowboys and Indians

  THE FAMILIAR STORY OF THE BRAVE COWBOY FACING HOSTILE INDIANS on the plains does indeed have a foundation of truth. On April 26, 1872, Bill Cody rode out of Fort McPherson, Nebraska, in pursuit of a party of Miniconjou Sioux raiders and horse thieves. In his 1879 autobiography, Cody recalled that the Miniconjou “made a dash on McPherson Station, about five miles from the fort, killing two or three men and running off quite a large number of horses. Captain Meinhold, Lieutenant Lawson, and their company were under orders to pursue and punish the Mini-conjou raiders if possible. I was the guide of the expedition and had as an assistant J. B. Omohundro, better known as ‘Texas Jack’ and who was a scout at the post.”1

  The day’s events, which would earn Cody the Congressional Medal of Honor, are worth exploring further as foundational to the portrayal of the cowboy in Cody’s later dramatic endeavors and subsequently in depictions of the cowboy in American literature, television, and film. The incident became one of the milestones of Cody’s life, occurring just on the border between his twin careers as scout and showman. The episode would be recounted, with various degrees of accuracy, as a part of every subsequent Cody biography.

  The Miniconjou and the recently rustled horses were spotted near the convergence of the Dismal and Middle Loup rivers. Omohundro discovered their trail going north and determined that they would probably make camp between the rivers, where they could water the stolen horses. Cody decided to set out at night, leaving the expedition in Texas Jack’s capable hands, informing the commander that “Texas Jack knew the country thoroughly and that he could guide the command to a point on the Dismal River where I could meet them that night.” Before leaving, Cody told Omohundro that “the general wanted him to guide the command to the course of the Dismal. When he got there, if he didn’t hear from me in the meantime, he was to elect a good camp.”2

  Confirming Omohundro’s report that the Miniconjou were camped on the Dismal, Cody returned to meet the command:


  I found the scouts first and told Texas Jack to hold up the soldiers, keeping them out of sight until he heard from me.

  I went on until I met General Reynolds at the head of the column. He baited the troop on my approach; taking him to one side, I told him what I had discovered. He said:

  “As you know the country and the location of the Indian camp, tell me how you would proceed.”

  I suggested that he leave one company as an escort for the wagon-train and let them follow slowly. I would leave one guide to show them the way. Then I would take the rest of the cavalry and push on as rapidly as possible to within a few miles of the camp. That done, I would divide the command, sending one portion across the river to the right, five miles below the Indians, and another one to bear left toward the village. Still another detachment was to be kept in readiness to move straight for the camp. This, however, was not to be done until the flanking column had time to get around and across the river.

  It was then two o’clock. By four o’clock the flanking columns would be in their proper positions to move on and the charge could begin. I said I would go with the right-hand column and send Texas Jack with the left-hand column. . . . I impressed on the general the necessity of keeping in the ravine of the sandhills so as to be out of sight of the Indians.3



  The two columns approached from the cover of the ravine, with the main force waiting and then initiating a charge. After a brief resistance, the raiders realized that they were surrounded and largely cut off from their mounts and surrendered. Cody, Omohundro, and Captain Meinhold’s troops had captured a band of Miniconjou Sioux (Očhéthi Šakówiŋ) from the southern agency at Whetstone Creek, which would soon bear the name of Brulé Sioux leader Spotted Tail (Siŋté Glešká).

  In Captain Meinhold’s official description of the days’ events, he notes that “Mr. William F. Cody was the guide aided by Mr. Omehendev [sic] who volunteered his services.” At the end of his description, Meinhold mentions four men. The first is William F. Cody, whose “reputation for bravery and skill as a guide is so well established that I need not say anything else than but he acted in his usual manner.” Next are Sergeant John H. Foley, “who in command of the detached party charged into the Indian camp without knowing how many enemies he might encounter,” and First Sergeant Leroy H. Vokes, “who bravely closed in upon an Indian while he was fired at several times and wounded him.” The last is Texas Jack Omohundro, “a very good trailer and a brave man, who knows the country well, and I respectfully recommend his employment as a guide should the service of one in addition to Mr. Cody be needed.” Cody, Foley, and Vokes were each awarded the Medal of Honor for “gallantry in action.”4 Texas Jack, perhaps because of his former allegiance to the Confederacy, was not.

  In their description of the encounter, a reporter for the local North Platte Democrat newspaper wrote that after Cody began firing at the Miniconjou raiders,


  [t]he remainder of the command, hearing the fire, came up at full jump—“Texas Jack” at the head. “Texas Jack” immediately let drive and brought his Indian down, and he finished by adorning his belt with his victim’s scalp-lock. . . . Too much praise can not be awarded to Captain Meinhold for his successful efforts. . . . Lieutenant Lawson, with the gallant members of “B” Troop, did their duty nobly and well, for which they have justly earned the thanks of the community. In this connection we would mention the efforts of our heroic friend “Texas Jack.” Beside enjoying the reputation of a “dead shot,” he is well skilled in the ways of the red man, and we are glad to know that his services have been retained by the Government.5



  Another newspaper called the skirmish “a lively little Indian fight out at McPherson station. ‘Buffalo Bill’ and ‘Texas Jack’ each brought down a redskin. The Indians then left.”6 In what would prove to be a characteristic display of modesty, Texas Jack deferred praise to Cody when asked about the incident. However, he would be referred to as “the hero of the Loup Fork” by Nebraska newspapers for having shot a Sioux just as that warrior fired at Buffalo Bill, causing the shot to merely graze the famous scout’s scalp rather than ending his life altogether.

  Cody later wrote that “two mounted warriors closed in on me and were shooting at short range. I returned their fire and had the satisfaction of seeing one of them fall from his horse. At this moment I felt blood trickling down my forehead, and hastily running my hand through my hair I discovered that I had received a scalp wound.”7 Another newspaper reported that “to [Texas Jack] was Buffalo Bill indebted for his life. . . . The red thieves were pursued and overtaken by Bill and Jack, who each killed an Indian. A third redskin had just drawn a bead on Bill, when Jack’s quick eye caught the gleam of the shining barrel, and the next instant ‘the noble red’ was on his way to the happy hunting ground, his passage from the sublunary sphere being expedited by a bullet from Jack’s rifle, at a distance of one hundred and twenty-five yards.”8

  Here then is Buffalo Bill Cody, the man who more than anyone else would shape the public perception of the cowboy as the paragon of American courage and virtue, fighting Miniconjou Sioux braves alongside Texas Jack. Here is the great scout saved from death at the hands of “villainous Indians” by a lone cowboy. Tall and lean, a natural horseman, deadly accurate with pistol and rifle, brave and loyal to a fault, this man would be all of the things Cody would urge audiences to believe about the cowboys he led to the rescue of embattled settlers in arenas across the world, as well as in their counterparts working the ranges of the American West. In the cowboy, Bill Cody presented a hard worker, an enduring spirit, a man of principle, an American knight. In sharing this version of the cowboy with audiences, Buffalo Bill was sharing with them his old friend, Texas Jack.

  Soon after the encounter with the Miniconjou Sioux raiders on the Loup Fork, a report on the battle from the pages of the North Platte Democrat appeared in full in the June 10 issue of Street & Smith’s New York Weekly, the publishing house that printed the dime-novel stories of novelist and frontier celebrity Ned Buntline. “Why should the novelist weary his imagination in drawing fictitious characters,” the preface asks, “when even our own land contains living heroes whose noble deeds are as marvelous as any that the mind could conceive? Ned Buntline takes his characters from life—paints them as they are; and his admirers, aware that they are reading history, peruse his stories with an interest impossible to be aroused by mere works of fiction.”9 The article closes with a promise that “Texas Jack, the Hero of the Loupe” [sic] is another story which Ned Buntline has promised to place in our hands at an early day. He is now hard at work upon it, and our readers will find that Texas Jack is a hero worthy of the esteem in which he is held by his comrade, Buffalo Bill.”10

  William F. Cody and John B. Omohundro were fighting enemy Sioux far from the fort on the Nebraska frontier in April and appearing in stories about fighting Indians in New York papers in June. By December, they would stand together onstage, portraying Buffalo Bill and Texas Jack in a play based on the stories inspired by the reality they had lived mere months earlier. There was no “Wild West” before the night of December 16, 1872. Gamblers and lawmen, thieves and cowboys, braves and banditos roamed the plains, canyons, and mountains west of the Mississippi, but the Wild West of popular imagination, with high-noon shoot-outs and hammer-fannin’ heroes, hadn’t been boiled down to its essence until Ned Buntline’s play The Scouts of the Prairie; and Red Deviltry as It Is! premiered at Nixon’s Amphitheatre in Chicago.

  The Chicago Tribune issued a warning that the theater—in reality, no more than a large canvas tent with wooden boards for walls—would reek with the bad breath and unwashed feet of two thousand audience members. The warning did little to dissuade Chicago’s theatergoing public, as on that cold winter evening, Nixon’s floors and balconies exceeded capacity, and eager patrons were turned away.

  After an entertaining opening piece by a world-famous Italian ballerina who had delighted Chicago audiences for weeks, the footlights rose, and the packed house quieted. Onto the stage walked a man with a rifle, greeted with thunderous applause. He warned the audience about the savage warriors he was sure were on the prowl just over the next rise, wondering when his two friends would arrive to aid him. He clapped the butt of his rifle onto the stage boards to signal those friends, waiting with apprehension in the wings. A man stumbled from the audience onto the stage and offered the remaining contents of a whiskey bottle to the speaker standing there. Perhaps the offender meant it as an offering, a new kind of bouquet for a new kind of show. After a moment of breathless suspense, the buckskin-clad speaker grabbed the offender by his neck and tossed him into the orchestra pit, smashing half a dozen stage lights on his way.
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  Advertising poster for The Scouts of the Prairie, featuring Texas Jack. (BUFFALO BILL CENTER OF THE WEST, CODY, WYOMING)

  “Let any renegade paleface dare to cross this red line, and he shall thus feel the weight of my strong arm!” the man exclaimed, to a hail of rapturous applause. An orchestra member retrieved the luckless admirer from inside the contrabass where he had landed and handed him over to a policeman. As the offender was escorted out of the theater, the man onstage warned his audience at length about the dangers of strong drink. Finishing his impromptu temperance speech, he again banged the butt of his rifle on the rough boards of the stage. Two men nervously joined him onstage.11

  Before a painted forest backdrop, the three men now stood resplendent in fringed buckskins lined with fur. The next lines belong to the tall and handsome man standing in the middle of the trio, but for perhaps the first time in his twenty-six years, his nerves got the better of him. He stood nervously, looking into the anxious crowd. Someone coughed. The silent moment stretched until the older and shorter man to his left spoke.

  “Bill . . . you been out buffalo huntin’ again?” The shorter man’s voice was low and full of gravel.

  The tall man turned and stared. The question was repeated.

  “Buffalo Bill! You been huntin’ those buffalo again?”

  “Yeah,” came the stuttering reply, “with Milligan.”

  Cody looked out into the sea of faces packing the theater and pointed toward the spot where Mr. Milligan and his friends were sitting. William F. Milligan—a wealthy paint merchant who had made a fortune selling to a town rebuilding after the Great Chicago Fire of the preceding year—was well known to the Chicago crowd, who now erupted in laughter and cheers. Milligan had indeed been buffalo hunting with Cody that summer, publicly expressing how desperately he wanted to face a Sioux warrior in combat until the moment the party spied a brave in the distance across the Nebraska prairie. At this sight, Milligan had experienced a sudden change of heart. “I don’t believe this is one of my fighting days,” he expressed in sudden realization to the other men in the party, turning his horse away from the native warriors, “and it occurs to me that I have urgent business at the camp.”12
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  Advertising poster for The Scouts of the Prairie, featuring Buffalo Bill. (BUFFALO BILL CENTER OF THE WEST, CODY, WYOMING)
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  Left to right: Buffalo Bill Cody, Ned Buntline, and Texas Jack Omohundro in their Scouts of the Prairie costumes. (BUFFALO BILL MUSEUM AND GRAVE, DENVER, COLORADO)

  Audience members had heard accounts of Milligan’s hunting adventure with Cody, and their hearty response was all the encouragement Buffalo Bill needed. He spoke to the audience about the hunt and the crowd as one leaned forward, hanging on his every word. Here was the scout they had read about in the dime novel Buffalo Bill, King of the Border Men by Ned Buntline, the man asking the questions and standing to Cody’s left.

  On Buffalo Bill’s right stood the cowboy, wearing now a wide-brimmed Stetson hat, a fringed buckskin jacket, and pants tucked into tall black cavalry boots. These men had ridden into hostile territory together eight short months earlier. They had stalked buffalo and elk together within the last four weeks. Now they stood in the glaring calcium light before a standing-room-only crowd.

  Having listened patiently to minutes of Cody’s talk, the man at his right now let loose a bloodcurdling war whoop and yelled, “Injuns!” as ten Chicago supernumeraries dressed as natives rushed onto the stage. The three buckskin-clad men fired blanks from their pistols, vanquishing with haste the oncoming “red threat” to the thunderous applause of the Chicago audience. Cody’s wife, Louisa, would write in her memoir that it was at this moment that her husband—who had been a Pony Express rider, a teamster, a soldier, a hunter, and a scout—became a star. “He was back at home now, with Texas Jack at his side, pulling the triggers of his six-shooter until the stage was filled with smoke, and until the hammers only clicked on exploded cartridges. They yelled. They shouted. They roared and banged away . . .”13

  Texas Jack was as well-known that night to the Chicago crowd as his partner on stage and trail, Buffalo Bill. The same readers that voraciously tore through the pages of Buffalo Bill stories were fascinated by the man that the dime novels and newspapers would call the “White King of the Pawnees,” the “Mustang King,” the “Hero of the Loup Fork,” and the “Lasso King.” Unlike the name Buffalo Bill Cody, however, the name Texas Jack Omohundro has largely faded into the depths of history. There is no Texas Jack Center of the West. There was never a Texas Jack movie. No NFL team bears his name. And yet, while John B. Omohundro’s name isn’t spoken of in the same hushed tones as his friends Buffalo Bill Cody and Wild Bill Hickok, his contribution to the lasting legacy of the American West remains indelibly woven into the popular idea of the Western hero: loyal and brave to a fault, lasso and revolver in hand, Stetson pulled low, riding west into the setting sun. Though Buffalo Bill’s cognomen graces the professional football team from Buffalo, New York, in a very real way, we will learn that without Texas Jack, there might not be a Dallas Cowboys.

  While his friends Buffalo Bill and Wild Bill were rendered iconic as the preeminent scout and lawman of the American West, Omohundro’s legacy as the first cowboy on the American stage is fundamental to the mythologized Western hero later introduced to the world by Buffalo Bill and personified in the stories of Ned Buntline and Prentiss Ingraham, the books of Zane Grey and Louis L’Amour, and the movies of John Wayne, Ronald Reagan, and Clint Eastwood. If the idealized American man is the frontier cowboy, then the genesis of the American cowboy in popular culture is Texas Jack Omohundro, a man who, despite his moniker, was not from Texas.





  CHAPTER TWO

  The Virginian

  TEXAS JACK’S TRAIL FROM HIS CHILDHOOD HOME IN VIRGINIA TO FORT McPherson, near North Platte, Nebraska, was far from a straight one. Readers of Texas Jack’s words on the cowboy in those Wild West programs learned that many of the young men that found themselves situated on a tall horse and watching over a restless herd were “to the manor born.” The manor, in this case, was “Pleasure Hill,” where John B. Omohundro spent an idyllic childhood playing, fishing, and hunting along Cunningham Creek and the Rivanna River.

  In that big house, situated in a cluster of tall and sturdy oaks on the well-maintained fields of the big farm just a mile west of the Fluvanna County seat of Palmyra, the Omohundro family was a large and a prosperous one. A full-time overseer lived on the property and managed the twenty-five slaves that toiled the fertile fields full of wheat, tobacco, and corn, as they were on June 28, 1846, when the senior John Burwell Omohundro and his wife, Catherine Salome (née Baker), welcomed the fourth of their eleven children into the world. Their oldest son, Orville, was a studious child whose academic interests would eventually lead him to study the law and medicine. Young Johnny was his brother’s opposite, rejecting the classroom in favor of the fields and streams of the Virginia countryside, often arriving home well after the setting of the sun with a line full of fish or sack full of rabbits replacing his neglected schoolbooks. Seeking to mediate the damage that might be done by their younger son’s academic disinterest, John and Catherine soon hired a full-time tutor to augment their children’s education.

  “He was not very fond of work or walking,” remembered his youngest brother, Malvern, “but from his youth he seemed to have been a natural-born fisherman, huntsman, horseman, and ‘crack’ shot. He could catch fish when no one else could. While only a boy he had more dogs and horses, could ride better, hunted more, could find and kill more game than anyone else, even more than men of greater experience. Any kind of danger or adventure was his delight, and he was an inveterate lover of all the out-of-doors.”1 For the man that would become Texas Jack, there could be no better education.

  Dime novels mythologizing Jack’s life often have him setting off as a young man, heading out into the world bound by the machinations of fate for Texas. Ned Buntline’s stories said that Jack “originally evinced a disposition for the sea,” and that “as a sailor he visited Australia, South America, the West Indies, etc., and was finally wrecked upon the coast of Texas.” Prentiss Ingraham wrote that Jack set off for the Lone Star State alone at the age of fourteen, his personal property consisting of but “ninety dollars, a good horse, saddle, bridle, halter, a rifle worn at his back with a strap, a Colt’s revolver and hunting knife in his belt . . . and a pair of saddle-bags to contain his stock of wearing apparel.”2

  Buntline and Ingraham were friends of Omohundro and may have heard stories of adventures in Texas from him, but documentation placing Jack in the land of his future moniker before the Civil War does not exist. In his exhaustive chronicle of the Omohundro family, Jack’s brother Malvern fails to mention any childhood treks to cattle country. Yet the question remains because of comments made by Jack himself, who once began a written piece by mentioning that, after the Civil War, “I picked myself up, and lit out with all speed back toward the ‘Lone Star’ State.”3

  As Jack continued to shirk his studies for the sake of tracking deer through the Virginia woods, his older brother Orville enrolled at the Norwood Military Institute, where he must have grown acutely aware of the rising tensions among his fellow cadets. These tensions came to a boil when federal troops fired on Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861. Too young for regular service, both Omohundro brothers were rejected when they immediately volunteered. Orville left school to join a branch of the Confederate Army in Southwest Virginia, where officers not familiar with his family overlooked his age. Jack likewise refused to accept rejection in his determination to serve his state.

  For these two young men, the question of slavery was an existential one. They shared their father’s fears that the loss of his slaves would mean the loss of his farm, his home, his livelihood—fears that would prove well-founded. Rejected twice as a regular soldier, Jack volunteered as “headquarters courier” for Major General John Buchanan Floyd, the man whose decisions as Secretary of War under President James Buchanan and subsequent defection to the Confederacy brought accusations of outright treachery.4 Ulysses S. Grant would write that, “Floyd, the Secretary of War, scattered the army so that much of it could be captured when hostilities should commence, and distributed the cannon and small arms from Northern arsenals throughout the South so as to be on hand when treason wanted them.”5

  Jack Omohundro carried Floyd’s recommendation with him after the general was dispatched to the Western Theater of the war. The young Virginian offered his services as a scout to James Ewell Brown Stuart, the Confederate general in command of the 1st Virginia Cavalry Corps in the Army of Northern Virginia. Orville Omohundro had joined Stuart’s Corps the moment he turned eighteen, rising to the rank of second lieutenant by the time Jack enlisted as a private in Company G of the Fifth Regiment Virginia Cavalry on February 15, 1864. Here the younger Omohundro quickly brought attention to himself through his horsemanship and scouting skills, proving himself to be both shrewd and trustworthy.

  Receiving favorable reports on Jack’s service initially from General Lunsford Lomax and later, from General Fitzhugh Lee, Major General James Ewell Brown Stuart, known as “Jeb” to his friends and soldiers, began using Omohundro as a courier, entrusting Jack to carry battle plans and dispatches for urgent delivery to various commanders. Jack grew to respect the cavalier Stuart, who often wore a red velvet–lined cape and yellow sash in the saddle, ostrich plume in his hat brim blowing in the breeze. This dashing image would leave a lasting impression on the teenage Omohundro, who would occasionally adopt the ostrich plume in the wide-brimmed hats he wore onstage with Buffalo Bill.

  Jack’s youth caused him to stand out among the scouts of Jeb Stuart’s Cavalry, who soon branded him the “boy scout.” A title given out of derision, Jack would come to wear it with pride, eventually earning widespread recognition as “the Boy Scout of the Confederacy.”6 Jeb Stuart must have seen utility in his scout’s youth, often sending him on reconnaissance missions behind enemy lines. Jack would enter Union encampments disguised as a peddler, selling bits of chicken or ladles of soup to Union soldiers as he took careful note of enemy numbers and camp positions. Uncle Remus writer Joel Chandler Harris included Omohundro as a character in his Civil War spy story, On the Wing of Occasions. He describes Jack disguised, under cover, and behind enemy lines:


  He wore brogans of undressed leather, his copper colored breeches were short enough to show his woolen socks, and, as the day was warm, he carried his jeans coat on his arm, which enabled all who glanced at the droll figure to see that he had but one suspender, and that made of twine. His wool hat had seen service so long that it was as limber as a dish-rag. He was driving a rugged-looking mule to a small cart which contained fresh vegetables, a basket of eggs, and a few chickens. He was chewing a straw, and his face wore a most woebegone expression. He walked with a slight limp, and this circumstance, simple as it was, preserved the figure from exaggeration. You knew at once that here was a droll specimen of the poor white common to all parts of our common country, as familiar to Maryland, Virginia, and Pennsylvania as it is to Georgia and Florida, or to Maine or Vermont.7



  Jack remained with Jeb Stuart’s Virginia Cavalry throughout the summer of 1864. He was with them that May during the Wilderness Campaign and at the Battle of Yellow Tavern, where he carried a final scouting dispatch from General Lomax to General Stuart. Arriving on horseback, Omohundro brought news from Lomax that his troops were in danger of being overrun, along with an urgent request for Stuart’s assistance. Thanking his scout for his courageous ride through enemy fire to bring the dispatch, Stuart wheeled his force about to launch a countercharge that would successfully push the Union troops back from their hilltop position. Stuart was on horseback, firing his twin pistols at retreating Union soldiers, when he was struck in the left side by a .44 caliber revolver shot. He died the next day. His widow, Flora, daughter of Union general and “Father of the US Cavalry” Phillip St. George Cooke, famously wore black for the rest of her life.

  Jack was at Cold Harbor in early June, where more than twelve thousand Union troops were killed or wounded in a hopeless assault against fortified Confederate soldiers in one of Robert E. Lee’s final victories of the war. On June 11 and 12, 1864, he fought in the Civil War’s bloodiest all-cavalry battle, the Battle of Trevilian Station. Here, Union cavalry under Major General Philip Sheridan attempted to destroy major sections of the Virginia Central Railway but were fought off by Confederate cavalry under Major General Wade Hampton.

  In his role as a scout, Omohundro passed word of Sheridan’s movements to Hampton, and, on the morning of June 8, the general determined that his scout’s information was good, correctly surmising that the Union planned to attack railroad junctions at both Charlottesville and Gordonsville. Hampton’s troops and Omohundro, under the command of Fitzhugh Lee, were able to arrive at both points before the Union cavalry. In the early dawn hours of June 11, Hampton woke to bugles sounding the attack of opposing Union forces. When one of his men asked, “General, what do you propose to do today, if I may inquire?” Hampton replied, “I propose to fight!”8

  During the day’s fight, Union brigadier general George Armstrong Custer managed to take control of Hampton’s supply train for a short time before being completely surrounded in what historian Eric J. Wittenberg describes as “Custer’s First Last Stand.”9 Believing his command overrun, Custer tore the battle standard from its staff after his flag-bearer was wounded and stuffed it into his coat pocket, not willing to surrender it to the Confederate troops that now surrounded him. Hearing gunfire from Custer’s direction, Sheridan turned his troops to charge the Confederates, rescuing Custer only after his 5th Michigan Cavalry was devastated by the loss of fully half of its men. When Sheridan reached Custer, he asked if his unit’s colors were lost. Custer pulled the flag from its hiding place in his coat pocket and offered it to his commanding officer, exclaiming, “Not by a damned sight!”10

  During the second day of fighting at Trevilian Station, Jack suffered a combat wound while taking fire from withdrawing troops as Confederate forces mounted a strong counterattack on the Union’s right flank. He was shot through the left thigh by a musket ball and admitted to the Confederate States General Hospital at Charlottesville on June 20 to recuperate before returning to active duty.11 During his convalescence, Omohundro received leave to return to his father’s plantation, Pleasure Hill. He had been away since he became a headquarters courier, and newspapers later described his return to the family home:


  Soon after the commencement of the war he enlisted in the Confederate Cavalry, and in course of time reached his old home, having obtained leave of absence to visit it. From a stripling boy he had developed into a powerful man, and his adventures in reaching his home were romantic in the extreme; in fact, his whole life has been replete with such incidents as dime novel writers love to elaborate and dish up in sensational form.

  His family, who had not heard from him since he had left home, were engaged in festivities in the old homestead, and the darkies were flitting about in their gayest attire when a man wearing the much dreaded gray uniform appeared, causing consternation among the colored folks, who supposed him the advance guard of some awful visitation. The effect of the sudden advent of a Confederate soldier fully equipped where naught but merry-making was in progress can be easily imagined. All were speechless at the apparition—and it was only when his voice broke the silence with, “Well, anybody here know me?” that harmony was restored, and the festivities gained greater zest from the return of the prodigal son.

  He subsequently made his way back to the Confederate lines and became one of the South’s most reliable scouts. Like all who have figured in this capacity, his experience contained much of interest, but he was very reticent and could seldom be induced to talk about himself.12



  Returning to the battlefields of rural Virginia by late summer, Jack fought alongside his brother Orville at the Third Battle of Winchester, considered by some historians to be the most important conflict in the Shenandoah Valley during the war. During an attack on the Confederate army’s right flank, Orville took a ball to the ankle, his third and final wound of the war. The battle proved devastating for the Confederacy, with General Robert E. Rhodes killed and generals Fitzhugh Lee, William Terry, and Archibald Godwin injured. Among the Confederate dead of the battle was Colonel George Smith Patton Sr., whose grandson and namesake would follow him into military service and achieve great fame in World War II.

  Because of Orville’s injuries, Jack Omohundro was for the first time in the war without the company of his brother for the humiliating defeat of the Confederate cavalry at the October 9 Battle of Tom’s Brook, where the Confederates retreated with such speed that locals referred to the battle as “The Woodstock Races.” Less than two weeks later, the 5th Cavalry and Jack Omohundro were involved in the Battle of Cedar Creek. Confederate general Jubal Early launched a surprise attack against the encamped army of Union general Phil Sheridan. Early success turned into disaster when Sheridan rallied his troops for a counterattack, routing Early’s forces. The Confederate Army would never again threaten Washington, DC. The Union victory, just weeks from the 1864 presidential contest, assured Abraham Lincoln’s reelection.

  In November of 1864, Jack received a rare letter from his brother Orville, recuperating from his wounds at the family home. The letter brought grave news, informing Jack that his mother Catherine Salome Baker Omohundro had died following a brief respiratory illness, likely tuberculosis. She was only forty years old, and her death came as a devastating shock to her son, then just eighteen years old. He rushed home to be with his family as they buried their beloved matriarch. One likely explanation for the discrepancy in Jack’s middle name is that after his mother’s death, Jack used her maiden name Baker at the expense of the given Burwell, as a token of his affection for his late mother.

  Jack remained with Lomax’s Brigade as a scout for the remainder of the war, seeing action at Dinwiddie Court House and Five Forks before again being assigned as a scout under Fitzhugh Lee for the duration of the Appomattox Campaign. On April 9, 1865, Jack cut through Union lines rather than waiting near the home of Wilmer McLean while Robert E. Lee surrendered his Army of Northern Virginia to Ulysses S. Grant, who had scored a decisive victory with the help of generals Sheridan and Custer. As Lee left the house and rode away, Union soldiers cheered, only to be silenced by Grant, who told them, “These Confederates are now our countrymen, and we will not exult in their downfall.”13

  Years later, Jack’s sister Elizabeth told her nephew that a few days after Lee’s surrender, “about the middle of April 1865, Jack came riding up to the house. He looked tired and was hungry. He told me Lee had surrendered at Appomattox. I told him to get down off the horse and tie it. Then I fed him and took all his clothes and burned them. I loaned him some of my husband’s clothes. Jack told me he was going home to see his other folks and then would probably go to Texas because there was little to be done in Virginia after the war ended.”14

  Like many soldiers, Jack Omohundro was uneasy speaking of his wartime exploits after the end of the war. His words on deer and elk hunting with English aristocrats, early explorations of Yellowstone Park, tracking buffalo alongside Pawnee warriors, and cowboy adventures in Texas would soon fill column space in newspapers and magazines. On the subject of the Civil War, on the other hand, the former Confederate remained forever quiet.

  The battlegrounds of the Virginia wilderness would not be the last time he interacted with Union soldiers, however, including generals Sheridan and Custer. The war that had ended slavery, and with it the fortunes of the Omohundro plantation on Virginia’s Cunningham Creek, would soon send Jack west, to Texas.





  CHAPTER THREE

  Texas Jack

  THE CIVIL WAR BEGAN EIGHTY-FIVE MILES NORTHEAST OF JACK’S PLEAsure Hill home at Bull Run and ended fifty-five miles to the southwest at Appomattox Court House.

  Allowed to keep his horse to assist with the coming season’s harvest, Jack rode home to his father’s plantation, likely knowing that his days of dodging enemy fire while riding reports between generals would not simply give way to afternoons balancing the books in the counting-house of the Pleasure Hill plantation. The war, fought largely on Virginia farmland, spelled the end of Virginia’s plantation farms like the one owned by John B. Omohundro. The emancipation of his slaves dealt a major blow to the senior Omohundro’s operations, one that his youngest son Mal-vern wrote would ultimately leave him “utterly unable to adapt himself to the new condition of things, and as [Pleasure Hill] had to be abandoned his large family of boys and girls scattered, to seek what fortune had in store.”1 Having come into contact with fellow Confederate soldiers from Texas during the war and hearing of fortunes to be made working the herds of Texas cattle bound for Eastern markets, Jack determined to set off to Texas to pursue life as a cowboy.

  Mere months separated from his life as a soldier, Jack boarded a ship in New Orleans bound for Galveston, but it was badly damaged in stormy seas, leaving Jack shipwrecked on the west coast of Florida. “The sailor boys struck up the coast to Pensacola, and were soon on deck again, back to the Crescent City,” wrote Jack, “but as I had weakened considerably in regard to ‘a life on the ocean wave,’ hearing there was good hunting in the country, and as I had never starved at that business, it being just my long suit, I concluded to camp on the Peninsula, and struck up country to the northwest portion.”2 Hunting as a profession was an employment Jack would continue to fall back on throughout his life, sometimes through necessity, as was the case in Florida, but often simply because he enjoyed the time spent outdoors and the companionship on the trail of a few good friends.

  During his time on Florida’s Gulf Coast, Omohundro subsidized his hunting by working as a schoolteacher, an occupational irony not wasted on Jack, a rebellious student throughout his youth. Writing for the Spirit of the Times in 1877, Jack recalled his days as a schoolmaster:


  Once upon a time, when I was out in the interior of Florida, circumstances obliged me to seek the position of school teacher. The schoolmarm was about to retire, and I was anxious to take her place. The young idea is taught how to shoot out there promiscuously, and a he is as good as a she in teaching it. The schoolmarm was said to be of great erudition, and pronounced likely to “smash” any man at larnin’. [This is a quote from the 1728 poem “Spring” by James Thomson.]

  I addressed her a letter, in consequence, in which I used the biggest words I could think of. I styled her “honored madam” and beat heavy on “construction,” “promiscuous,” “retard,” the “affinities,” and all the ten syllables in general. The letter was profoundly respectful.

  The next day I was mobbed. The schoolmarm could not read my letter. The big words stuck in the throats of her admirers, and it was with difficulty I persuaded them I meant no harm. They apologized, and I was accepted as teacher.

  The first day I told the little boys and girls the world was round, and the sun stood still to warm it. The children were amazed. In the evening in came the father of a promising young family, the majority of which flourished amongst my pupils.

  “What do you mean by tellin’ a lot of damned lies to my youngsters?” says he.

  “What do you mean?” cried I.

  “Why, you idiot, don’t you be a tellin’ of ’em that the sun sticks stock still, and this ’ere earth goes round him? That’s a lie, and you know it. Don’t I see the sun a-gettin’ up every blessed morning in one place, and a-going to bed in t’other, and you idiot you, you keep on a tellin’ them ’ere youngsters it sits there all day long, contrary to evidence. You go home, young man. You are dangerous, and’ll be a-tellin’ of ’em I ain’t their own father next, you will. Go home, young man.”

  With this, the irate pater familias bounced out of the room, sweeping his offspring before him like ducklings in a whirlwind.3



  Eventually tiring of both the defense of Copernican heliocentrism and life as a schoolmaster, Omohundro set off again for Texas, this time sticking to a land-bound route to avoid further maritime disaster. His months of hunting, living, and teaching in Florida now behind him, Omohundro and his horse stepped from the fertile Arkansas soil and into the waters of the Red River, emerging onto the western riverbank and linking forever the man with the place he now stood. Jack Omohundro was in Texas.

  Being a young man, as Omohundro was when he arrived in Texas, was not necessarily a detriment when faced with the challenges of working stock. Jack would later write that “youth and size will be no disadvantage for his start in, as certain lines of the business are peculiarly adapted to the light young horsemen.”4

  Jack’s first job in Texas was not as a trail boss or ranch foreman, but as a cook at Sam Allen’s Ranch near Galveston.5 Started just after the Texas Revolution, by the time Omohundro arrived at the ranch after the Civil War, Samuel W. Allen and his partners had gone from rounding up a few stray longhorns to controlling the state’s largest cattle operation. The Galveston, Houston, and Henderson railroad had been built crossing Allen’s land in the 1850s, and multiple other rail lines followed suit, giving Allen better access to transportation than any other ranch in the state. A private railway station called “El Buey” was eventually added and docks were built along Buffalo Bayou, the river that flowed slowly through Allen’s property in Harris County near present-day Houston and emptied into Galveston Bay. Allen’s agreement with the Morgan Lines, the first steamship company in Texas, provided him exclusive shipping rights to supply cattle to both New Orleans and Cuba.

  Quickly leaving behind the kitchens and mess wagons of Sam Allen’s ranch and finding work as a ranch hand, Jack initially assisted more experienced men with their day-to-day tasks, but over time gained the confidence of his employer, taking on additional responsibilities. His ease on horseback and natural athleticism meant quick advance, and, as the other men taught him how to make and throw a lasso properly, birth a calf, and brand a steer, he gained their respect. The same skills that had so impressed his commanding officers on Virginia battlefields now proved to the trail bosses of Texas that Jack Omohundro was intelligent and industrious. His penchant for colloquialism and storytelling made him an easy companion, and he was noted for his optimism and happiness, earning the nickname Happy Jack among the other cowboys.

  As Jack rose to prominence within the ranks of his fellow cowboys, he came to the attention of a ranch owner named John Taylor, whose operation was remembered by Malvern Omohundro as being “the largest in Texas.” Taylor’s Bexar County ranch had grown from an initial grant of 1,476 acres in 1845 to incorporate over 18,000 acres across seven counties.6 Across Taylor’s vast holdings, Jack was responsible for assisting with and eventually managing the large numbers of horses that Taylor trained for stock work and sold to cattle ranchers across Texas. Here Jack’s natural abilities as a horseman, combined with his experience in Stuart’s cavalry, provided a distinct advantage, both in managing the animals themselves as well as in protecting them from inevitable trouble.

  Horse theft and cattle rustling were both widespread problems across the West, where a horse and a cow were often the most valuable pieces of property for miles. Mexican rustlers are said to have stolen an estimated 145,298 Texan cattle from 1859 through 1872, along with an unknown number of horses.7 Even with those numbers, Mexican rustlers were no match for the depredations of white thieves. Often cowboys themselves, these men adopted the practice of branding strays, stealing unbranded calves, and swimming large herds of “wet stock” stolen from Mexican ranchers across the Rio Grande and up the Chisholm Trail to Kansas, significantly impacting every rancher and cowboy in the West. While more likely to steal horses and rustle cattle south of the Mexican border, Comanche (Numunuu) warriors riding from the Comancheria were not averse to occasionally adding Texan cattle and horses to their numbers. One of Omohundro’s principal responsibilities was protecting Mr. Taylor’s horses and cattle from just such incursions.
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