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The life was hard and in some ways exacting, yet it was free and wild and contained the element of danger which my nature craved.


—NAT LOVE, 1854–1921
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INTRODUCTION







The cowboy—the symbol of the American West—became the personification of courage, skill, and rugged individualism to onlookers. People view the gun-toting, tough-minded, levelheaded cowboy as the embodiment of raw masculinity, a master horseman and an expert shot. In reality most cowboys were poor shots and were disallowed from carrying weapons on ranches. The highly regarded broncobusters were master horsemen, but they were the exception rather than the rule. Nonetheless, the cowboy remains bigger than life. The quintessential cowboy is a composite figure; no one person characterizes the man. Yet he represents an exceptional breed of men uniquely loyal in purpose and seemingly unencumbered by responsibility other than to himself. Twenty-first-century Americans continue to live vicariously through the cowboy; secretly, nobody wants to be hemmed in.


As the American cowboy rode the range, he became a national folk hero—a cultural icon so romanticized that he morphed into a mythological figure of epic proportions. With the passage of time, the lover of history, fiction, music, and art, while seeking to know the cowboy, inadvertently contributed to deifying him.


However, the image of the American cowboy has been packaged and marketed as a white entity. American Western literature produced a plethora of pulp fiction that popularized the cowboy myth and immortalized him in the American psyche. Owen Wister’s 1902 book, The Virginian, was widely recognized as the first cowboy novel, but it did not contain one black cowboy, nor did Andy Adams’s 1903 well-read book, The Log of a Cowboy. The stories of white cowboys were written by white authors for a white audience.


The film industry also did its fair share to create such imagery: American cowboys became legendary heroes fabulously glamorized by the Hollywood Western picture show. Even the actor portraying Jim Beckwourth, the famous black frontiersman and trailblazer of the 1800s, was played by a white man in a 1950 film. In reality, the cowboys of the American West were also of Hispanic, African-American, and Native American descent. Until recently their stories have been largely untold. AS one descendant of a black cowboy explained, “We didn’t write the books. We didn’t produce the movies. So we were politely deleted.” There is a conspicuous absence of the black cowboy recorded in the history of the American cattle-ranching industry. The role these men played in the settling of the Old West deserves scholarly attention.


As a youngster, Paul Stewart never read about black cowboys in Western fiction. He erroneously concluded there was no such thing until the day he saw a black cowboy in Denver, Colorado, in the 1930s. Forty years later, Stewart opened the Black American West Museum and Heritage Center in Denver to fill “a void in history.” In 1991 cowboy Cleo Hearn established the Cowboys of Color Rodeo Tour, a multicultural rodeo open to African-American, Hispanic, and Native American cowboys and cowgirls. Hearn was five years old when he saw his first black cowboy in 1944, and it left an indelible impression.


The ten remarkable men in Black Cowboys of the Old West were nineteenth-century cowboys. Their lives spanned ninetysix years, with the earliest being born in 1843; the latest died in 1939. These cowboys worked with horses and cattle as wranglers, riders, ropers, bulldoggers, broncobusters, and mustangers. They were drovers, foremen, cowpunchers, cattle rustlers, brand readers, cattlemen, cooks, singers, and fiddlers. Most of these rough-and-tumble cowboys were born and worked in Texas, Mexico, New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming Territory, Montana Territory, Dakota Territory, Kansas, and Nebraska. Some were legends in their own time; others lived lives of relative obscurity.


Of the estimated thirty-five thousand cowboys that worked the ranches and rode the trails between 1866 and 1895, researchers have calculated that the number of black cowboys ranged from five thousand to nine thousand, with the high number representing 25 percent. Black cowboys had to be extraordinary to have their stories survive. Unfortunately, not enough people thought their lives, struggles, and achievements were important enough to record. Black Cowboys of the Old West regales the lover of American Western history with exciting accounts of ten of these accomplished cowboys, bringing them back from the dust of time.


It is an understatement to say enslaved African Americans during this same era suffered intolerable treatment. However, racial discrimination did not stop at the Mississippi River. Black cowboys in the old West hoped to achieve economic opportunity and the chance to be treated with dignity and respect on the trail and on the range. They desired to be judged by the quality of their work and their acquired skills rather than by the color of their skin. Despite the fact that these men found it impossible to escape discrimination, the cowboys worked hard to make a living in the least restrictive environment available to them.


During the Civil War (1861–1865), the cattle population exploded in the state of Texas. The surplus longhorn cattle were rounded up and shipped to markets elsewhere to satisfy the growing demand for beef. This marked the beginning of the multimillion-dollar cattle industry and helped pull Texas out of poverty. By the early 1860s railroads linked most big Midwestern cities to the Atlantic coast. Sleepy little towns like Abilene, Kansas, were transformed into stockyards overnight once massive herds of cattle arrived in town to be shipped east by rail. Cattle trailed east and north over such routes as the Shawnee, Chisholm, Western, and Goodnight-Loving Trails. The need for cowboys increased exponentially, and the opportunity was open to black men.


The cowboy was in his glory from 1866 to 1886—the heyday of the cattle trail industry. The cowboys who headed west came from a mixed racial heritage and socioeconomic background: black, white, and Hispanic; educated and uneducated; American and European; rich and poor; hardworking individuals and drifters—all looking to make a life for themselves. The cowboys who espoused honor and integrity and who stood up for what was right far outweighed the lawless frontiersmen with unsavory reputations. However, early on the cowboy was misunderstood. If one appeared in town with his pearl-handled six-shooter strapped to his hip out of habit, the townspeople erroneously assumed that all cowboys were of the same ilk. Their assumption that a cowboy equaled gunplay further contributed to the growing myth surrounding cowboys.


Most cowboys began as wranglers who looked after the remuda of saddle horses. after achieving experience and gaining seniority, they ascended the cowboy hierarchy, advancing to regular hands, then to top hands, the very skilled riders and ropers. From there they could become cooks, trail bosses, or foremen. The apex of a cowboy’s career was realized when he became a ranch owner. With very few exceptions, most black cowboys never surpassed the much-coveted position of cook, be it on the trail or the ranch.


The invisible line of the frontier was constantly inching westward toward the Pacific Ocean as the West was settled. Cowboys made a living on the wide-open land where cattle roamed freely. The life of a cowhand was difficult, challenging, and demanding. Cowboys were often in the saddle for twelve to sixteen hours a day, braving all kinds of weather: blazing heat, dust storms, lightning and rainstorms, and blizzards. Cowboys had to be on the alert for wolves, mountain lions, grizzly bears, poisonous snakes, Indians, cattle rustlers, outlaws, and stampedes.


The 1880s saw the end of the cattle industry as described by open ranges and long cattle drives. Railroads crisscrossed the nation, and rail transportation replaced the long drives. The formerly unpeopled West saw homesteaders and farmers carving up the land, and the landscape of the vast Great Plains and the Southwest rapidly changed. When the open range was fenced in, smaller ranches replaced the cattle empires. Overgrazing, overstocking, a decline in beef prices, the closing of government lands, and devastating droughts brought an end to the cowboy-cattle era, consequently displacing the cowboys. Some found work on the smaller ranches; others found new occupations. The talented ones discovered a new venue to ply their skills: rodeo and Wild West shows.


Hundreds of years ago, the vaqueros in Mexico gathered loose cattle at roundups, or “rodeos.” In like fashion, American cowboys and reps from various cattle outfits gathered and separated dispersed cattle on the open range and took them to their respective ranches for branding. Competitions emerged out of these roundups among cowboys proficient in riding and roping, and by 1870 rodeo competitions were common throughout the American Southwest. The exhibitions, which were especially popular during Fourth of July celebrations, drew huge crowds and soon developed their own cowboy stars. Several towns claim to have hosted the first public rodeo, among them Deer Trail, Colorado; Cheyenne, Wyoming; and Pecos, Texas. Eventually the rodeo morphed into a spectator sport highlighting the various skills that cowboys possessed.


The nation bemoaned the passing of the Old West and the disappearance of the cowboy, who was fast becoming a myth. Entrepreneurs, banking on this sense of nostalgia, found a way to disallow the passage of time from erasing the cowboy era completely. Reenactment offered the ability to hold on to remnants of the last wild frontier. Buffalo Bill Cody introduced the first professional rodeo exhibition combined with a Wild West show in 1883, which laid the groundwork for an emerging form of entertainment. Cowboys showcased their skills to audiences hungry to see a real cowboy performing work done on a ranch. By 1885 there were over fifty Wild West shows touring the eastern United States, Mexico, and Europe.


Some of the cowboys in Black Cowboys of the Old West were born too late to partake in the cattle drives; however, they had a visible presence as performers in these rodeos and Wild West shows. Though they might appear to be more rodeo star than cowboy, they were actually working cowboys on ranches who supplemented their income by performing in competitions and touring shows. These cowboys demonstrated skills developed during their time on the range for crowds eager to see riding, roping, shooting, and bronc-busting events.


Many rodeo events have a direct link to the open-range cattle industry of the nineteenth century. Bronc riding, the “extreme sport” of yesteryear, was an essential skill needed on ranches and cattle drives. Bareback bronc riding and bull riding have no connection to ranch work per se, but evolved out of a competitive vein. The rodeo is the only major competitive sport that emulates a working lifestyle. In the 1930s rodeos organized nationally, and today there are five sanctioned rodeo events: saddle bronc riding, bareback bronc riding, steer wrestling (bulldogging), bull riding, and calf roping. The rodeo is the old West’s truly indigenous sport.


The Old West is central to our American identity. The cowboy achieved fame and status because he emerged on the American scene at a time when people were looking for a hero they could identify with. In examining heroes, something is learned about self. Today people wear clothing reminiscent of the cowboy era not out of necessity of occupation, but because the dress/costume allows one to take on the persona of the cowboy. Everybody walks with the confidence of a cowboy when donning cowboy boots.


Cowboys provide a connection to America’s collective past— icons from days gone by that people are slow to let go of. Every media form commemorates the cowboy—song, literature, film, radio, and television—and the cowboy is marketed to the public accordingly. More than a hundred years after he roamed the open range, his popularity shows no signs of waning. Traditionally, the black cowboy was virtually invisible in the story of the cowboy era; historically, that is inaccurate. The black cowboy played a vital role in the long cattle drives, the lucrative ranching business, and the taming of the Old West. Black Cowboys of the Old West highlights the accomplishments and achievements of black cowboys, giving them the recognition they deserve. History is not being rewritten to make room for cowboys of color; the record is simply becoming appropriately inclusive. The image of the black cowboy needs to be embedded in the nation’s vision of a shared authentic Western heritage.


The reader should keep in mind that the current value of money with inflation varies greatly over the years. For instance, $25 in 1860 equals $590 in today’s dollars; $549 in 1880; and $265 in 1920. (“Inflation Calculator” provided by the Consumer Price Index.)




RIDE ’EM, COWBOY!


Jesse Stahl
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When the gate opened the thrust of Glass Eye’s first jump out of the pen nearly gave Jesse Stahl whiplash. It was clear from the onset that Glass Eye was a rank if Jesse had ever met one—the most vicious, wildest bronco he’d ever ridden. The bald-faced horse sported a wide blaze, or white stripe, extending from his muzzle all the way up past his ears. His ominous glassy, bluish white irises floated in a sea of white sockets. Glass Eye’s dark-colored coat was accentuated by stocking-white feet that stopped just below the knees—attached to legs that bucked like the devil. None other than the great bronc rider Jesse Stahl stood a chance of staying on this wild horse.


The Salinas Rodeo in California was dubbed the “Wild West Show of 1912,” and it lived up to its name. It was the second year that a rodeo was held at Sherwood Park, and the residents enthusiastically embraced the idea of hosting the event. The town began the tradition of having a sixteen-piece band and a horse parade down Main Street. Those who had the luxury of owning automobiles were allowed to drive them in the weeklong rodeo’s closing parade. This year’s rodeo included cowgirls and drew politicians and dignitaries from outside of Salinas, such as San Francisco mayor “Sunny” Jim Rolph. The audience numbered four thousand. spectators filled the arena, and even the “opera house,” the top rail of the fence that surrounded it, had people perched on the top rung. rodeo enthusiasts looked forward to the wild horse race, where a trio of cowboys each caught and saddled a bronco and raced to the finish line. However, it was Jesse stahl who would ultimately steal the show in the rodeo’s classic event of saddle bronc riding.



[image: Jesse Stahl on Glass Eye NEVADA HISTORICAL SOCIETY]




The object of the bronc-riding contest was to stay on the horse the longest time with no “daylighting,” or letting light show between the saddle and the cowboy’s seat. The first jump out of the pen held the most potential for raking up the highest score. Glass Eye bawled and squealed his displeasure at having a rider on his back. He immediately reared up high in defiance of the snubbing crew that held him behind the barrier rope.


Glass Eye bolted. He came out kicking the lid off and did not stop the entire ride. His front legs lifted off the ground a split second after his back legs. His body twisted back and forth in midair, landing him in the exact opposite direction from which he had begun the jump. The fans at the rodeo went wild. At the top of his jump, Glass Eye would roll his body suspended in air, turning his belly toward the sky while alternately throwing his head to the right and left. As soon as he landed on the ground, he continuously swapped ends, bucking upward facing one direction and coming down facing the opposite direction. Every time the horse hit the ground, he went into the air in reverse. The feisty bronco would do something unpredictable every few seconds, throwing the crowd into a tizzy. Jesse’s right hand had a death grip on the reins, and his left arm flapped mercilessly in the air while holding tightly to his hat in true Stahl signature style.


Glass Eye could gyrate in more directions within a fifteenfoot diameter than seemed possible, yet Jesse’s split-second timing allowed him to remain on the horse. His feet were deep in the hobbled stirrups so as not to be loosed. The maddened horse reared up on its hind legs so high that it was in a nearvertical position. Stahl stood straight up in his stirrups. He held on for dear life, seemingly defying gravity and hoping the horse would not pull a fallback, intentionally falling to the ground and crushing its rider. Jesse leaned his body close to the horse’s back and felt his heart pounding wildly in his chest. He’d seen plenty of cowboys get hung up with a boot caught in a stirrup after falling out of the saddle. Just as Glass Eye’s front feet landed, he was back in the air, changing position and spinning around in a circle. Somehow Jesse maintained his balance in the 180-degree turns. It seemed like an eternity of being flung relentlessly around with his neck and head flailing about in the air.


Stahl synchronized his spurring action to Glass Eye’s gyrations with perfect timing. Each time the wild-eyed horse jumped, Jesse bent his knees and raked his spurs into the horse’s flank toward the back of the saddle. The dull spurs provided a point of contact and helped Jesse maintain his balance. He braced himself before the horse’s hooves would strike the ground, reacting with an equal and opposite force to Glass Eye’s every attempt to throw him. Glass Eye was a force to be reckoned with.


The wild bronco seemingly had an endless reserve of energy. Then suddenly Glass Eye unexpectedly quit out of pure exhaustion— not a moment too soon for Jesse. He had dominated the horse’s spirit and it stopped fighting its rider. Jesse Stahl had succeeded in riding the wild right out of the crazy, highjumping, twisting devil called Glass Eye. The crowd was on its feet, responding with a thundering ovation. The pickup man rode by and Jesse quickly swung onto the horse behind the rider, leaving a dejected Glass Eye to be led back to the holding pen by the brow band across its forehead.


The well-known adage “there ain’t no horse that can’t be rode, ain’t no man that can’t be throwed” gave the spectators something to think about. Jesse Stahl had unknowingly achieved national fame. the previously unridden, wild-eyed bronco had just been beat. It was the most spectacular ride ever witnessed, a once-in-a-lifetime experience for rodeo enthusiasts. News of the ride would spread like wildfire.


The judges conferred on Glass Eye’s bucking action and assessed Jesse’s reaction, control, strength, and agility. the stunned crowd had yet to quiet itself. An unspoken fear could be detected; disappointed spectators could riot. At last the voice came over the loudspeaker, bringing the arena to a hush as the crowd held its breath. “Ladies and gentlemen! The winner is . . .” The fans erupted in elation as stahl was pronounced the winner and cheered wildly as he took numerous bows and waved his hat in gratitude. Glass Eye had made a hero out of Stahl. Everyone in attendance sensed that this ride would be talked about for generations. The peerless roughrider Jesse Stahl had just set the bar for bronc riding. A hundred years later, rodeo aficionados still talk about Stahl’s ride at the Salinas Wild West Show in 1912 on the worst gut-twisting horse of all time, old Glass Eye.


Jesse Stahl seems to have appeared on the rodeo scene out of nowhere. He began riding in 1912 when he was about thirty years old. Some say he was born in either Tennessee or Texas, while others claim he came out of Eureka, California; he was said to lack a southern drawl. Various sources claim Stahl was born in either 1883 or 1879. Nothing is known about his childhood other than he had a brother named Ambrose. Both brothers joined the rodeo circuit, but only Jesse went on to fame.


Jesse’s physique and his confidence intimidated his opponents. He was said to possess the agility and strength of a bull. His long, sturdy legs easily wrapped around a bronco’s flanks, preventing the poor bucking horse from upending him. He had the physical and mental stamina to be the best at his trade. At six feet tall and 225 pounds, Jesse was a lean, mean, horsefighting machine, with not one ounce of fat on his well-sculpted body. He was described as being quite tall, agile, and remarkably strong. His natural horsemanship skills ensured that audiences would see a magnificent show.


Perhaps Stahl came by his skill through the hard work that was relegated to black cowboys on a ranch. While the white cowboys ate their breakfast each morning, the black cowboys were given the job of “topping off” six or more broncos, or wild horses, that had yet to be broken to a saddle, harness, or bit. Consequently, some of the best bronc riders were black. Roughbreaking a horse took two or three rides before it was broke. Jesse would have to ride the wild right out of the horse before another cowboy could even come near it. When the other cowboys saw Jesse Stahl in action, they just shook their heads in admiration.


Jesse seemed to give a performance no matter where he went. At a rodeo in california, he was walking past the holding pen as the cowhands were having difficulty corralling an unruly bronco. The horse backed out onto the racetrack and without warning reared up for a kick. A scream pierced the air, and Jesse turned around just as the bronco was drawing up its hind legs. With no time to think, only react, he catapulted toward the bronco, placing his hands on its upended rear end. Stahl flipped in the air and somersaulted head over heels, miraculously landing on his feet unharmed. He brushed his hands off on his pants and waved to the bronco as he continued walking toward the starter’s box. The spectators gathered had inadvertently just seen the world’s greatest bronc rider outwit a wild horse.
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