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FOREWORD

BY WILFORD BRIMLEY


In the first chapter of this book, I was immediately taken back to a period in my life when Baxter Black and I trod the same ground. He credits John Basabe as the inspiration for his title. I knew John. He was a tough, hardheaded Basco who managed the farm, feedlot, and ranch divisions of the Simplot Livestock Company headquartered in Grand View, Idaho.


John was one of the Big Dogs in that Snake River and sagebrush country where agriculture was king. He was one of those “men of consequence,” who traded on a handshake, moved mountains, and never forgot the foot soldiers who laid the track on which he rode.


Baxter was the young DVM for the Simplot Livestock Company. I was a horseshoer. My clients included many of the operations run by men like John Basabe, such as Jim and Terry Roeser, Jack, Joe, and their dad Harold Doan, Bill Richardson, Henry Rubelt, Chuck and Doris Tyson, Theron Adcock, Milt Corothers, Walt Love, and Henry Hatton.


These men and women practiced the “Cowboy Way.” They survived on their wits, on bravado, and on bonds formed in the fire of adversity. They also taught pups like Baxter and me. Not with PowerPoint presentations, lengthy written reports, or windy seminars, but by example. They left us deep tracks to follow.


They didn’t draw a map, but they showed me how to find my way without one. When I was shoein’ horses at the feedlot in Caldwell, Idaho, I don’t think anyone would have bet on me to be in the same state as Paul Newman, much less the same room! I’m not sure if there is one way that works for everyone. Each has to find his own compass. I learned by example, both good and bad, and kept workin’ till one day I looked up and found myself sittin’ here writing a foreword to a book!


If my dad was still around, I’d have to look at him and say, “Hell, Dad, I don’t believe it either!”


Maybe if I’d had the guidelines in Baxter’s book to go by, who knows … I might have gone ahead and finished the eighth grade!


Humor, common sense, and wisdom that comes only through experience and keeping your eye on the road … that’s what this book is about to me.


Wilford Brimley was raised in Utah, served in the U.S. Marines, trained and shod horses, and went to Hollywood in the ’60s as a cowboy stuntman. This led him to acting and eventually to parts in hundreds of movies and television shows such as True Grit, The China Syndrome, The Electric Horseman, Absence of Malice, The Thing, Cocoon, The Firm, and The Natural, as well as spokesman positions for Quaker Oats and Liberty Medical.
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He often plays rugged, salty, no-nonsense characters who aren’t above putting a whoopee cushion in the vice president’s chair. About his acting he simply says, “I just try to be myself.”








INTRODUCTION


“In your book you say, ‘You’ll never be able to make a living writing poems.’”


AN EXCERPT FROM AN INTERVIEW BETWEEN Terry GROSS OF NPR’s FRESH AIR, AND TED KOOSER, AT THE TIME THE NATION’S REIGNING POET LAUREATE AND PULITZER PRIZE


WINNER FOR POETRY





Baxter Black is … “probably the nation’s most successful living poet.”


NEW YORK TIMES




I worked for a scientist in a veterinary parasitology lab in my youth who told me, “Son, you can’t use too much tape.”, The premise of this book is “You can’t shoot too many arrows in the sky.” Working outside the system is like shooting at a moving target … blindfolded! It does not take a genius; it just requires the persistence of a glacier. Lesson #20 from Chapter 4: Remember, often it is not ability, it’s reliability. The world is run by those who show up.
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To the reader seeking inspiration and instruction for reaching their own goal, you may find, as I have, it is not the pinnacle itself that matters in the end, but rather what it takes you to get there. This book gives the reader the background that formulated my work ethic, my career as a veterinarian where I developed my confidence, and my climb to a position of modest celebrity as a cowboy poet and an accomplished self-marketer.


There are uncountable self-help, motivational, inspirational, business, love, and peace books in print. But there is only one you, and only one me. There are a million ways to get bucked off, a million love songs, and millions of stars in the sky. But most of us can name at least one constellation, hum one love song, and remember one horse that bucked us off. Each of us is unique.


This book is different from other self-help books because I am different and this is my tale. Those who have purchased my previous books, read my column, listened to me on the radio, seen me at live shows or on television, can hear my voice in these pages. You will be able to picture my gesticulations and prat-falls and watch my occasionally less-than-nimble mind trying to outdo the bad horse, mad cow, or crafty barn cat. If you buy this book, it will put you in the company of people who have never been to a psychologist, seen Oprah, or read Joel Osteen! Even people who have never bought a self-help book! It will be most helpful to those who already believe they can help themselves and just need a new idea.


Of course, it will be entertaining! I mean, where else can you walk with someone down the center of I-25 in downtown Denver at midnight? Be admitted to veterinary school even though you flunked calculus and eked out a 1.8 grade point average? Have you ever been officially detained at the John Wayne Airport for molesting a stamp machine?


Allow me to give you a taste of some of the skewed logic and commonsense lessons I have learned that might stir up your curiosity:



You’ll be amazed at how capable people think you are if they don’t know you well. Don’t waste that advantage.


Remember, if you think your book is good, you can always get a second opinion.


Always remember it is the job of the radio programmer, newspaper editor, and book publisher to keep you out of print and off the air. Don’t take it personally.


If it takes more than ten minutes to explain how you make a living, you are self-unemployed!


Air travel is the cheapest, safest way to get somewhere. Just don’t expect them to treat you like a customer at Ruth’s Chris Steak House!


It’s not how much you made, it’s did they get their money’s worth.





[image: frn_fig_007.jpg]


The clips at the beginning of this introduction, from the Fresh Air interview and the New York Times quote beneath it, are a thumbnail sketch of the challenge I faced as a self-confessed poet, and the result of my efforts. They represent both my obstacular Mt. Everest and my footprints at the top. It is my equivalent to Gus Grissom’s landing on the moon, or Freckles Brown riding Tornado. It’s all just part of the job, when you don’t know it can’t be done.


Th anx for ridin’ with me!









SECTION ONE

HOW I LEARNED:


Through early entrepreneurial ventures,

Through wrestling with implanted but disorganized values,

And through dealing with the fear of losing a regular paycheck.







CHAPTER 1
The Basque Infusion

I attribute the title of this book to the lessons I learned working for a hardheaded Basque named John Basabe. He was the general manager of a large livestock operation in the northwest where I spent ten years of my life.
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I had begun my cattle business career working as a feedlot hand and later a veterinarian for another large livestock operation in the Southwest. For the most part, then and now, the management philosophy of the Northwest and the Southwest differs. Operations in the Southwest functioned like typical “corporate” businesses. In other words, there was a management chart, a list of objectives, chain of command, job description, regular meetings, grievance hearings, salary grades, and group decisions. One presumes that some effort has been made to appear organized.

Working within the parameters of this type of structure, it would be possible to go to Texas A&M and acquire a degree in feedlot management and be taken seriously! As an employee and “member of the team,” you knew what was expected of you and where you stood. It was from this organized work environment that I set out north to work for John.

I stepped knee-deep into another management style I call the Farmer-Feeder operation. Th is is the type that dominates the Midwest and the Northwest. In John’s operation the general manager was the boss. Th at was him. He reported to one man, the owner. We didn’t have meetings. Job descriptions were vague, and crossover responsibility created confusion.

I was hired as the “company veterinarian” for three feed-lots with a total of 100,000 capacity, five ranches with 10,000 mother cows, 20,000 sheep, and a new 1,000-cow dairy. The operation covered several states including Idaho, Oregon, Utah, Nevada, and northern California.
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First day on the new job I went down to the doctor shack. It was a cold spring morning, and the cowboys had come in for the 9:30 coffee break. I walked in and introduced myself as the new veterinarian. I explained that I hoped we could all work together, learn from each other, and do a better job taking care of the cattle. After I had run out of air, I asked if anybody had any questions. Nobody said a word. Then this ol’-timer, Bud Dacy was his name, rose, dumped the dregs of his cup into the sink, and looked at me. He spoke, “I was punchin’ cows before you could drag a halter chain.”

He pulled his hat down and walked out the door … followed by the entire cowboy crew.

It was a humbling start.



Lesson #1: When a human meets a horse, or cow, or dog, they start out even. Then one of them gains the advantage. Eventually a relationship is established. The same applies to meeting new coworkers, in-laws, barbers, or house cats. It’s not fair, it’s just life.
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I had come from a company that employed a consulting nutritionist, had a computerized feeding system, trained the feed boss, produced statistical information to show average daily gain, consumption, conversion, and cost. All of this was necessary if you were custom feeding cattle and needed to bill the customer.

In Idaho we fed potato waste. The company owned all the cattle. They did not deem it necessary to monitor the details. We had a good consulting nutritionist who came monthly, took the boss to town for a three-martini lunch, returned a lot of phone calls, and designed the rations.

My second day on the job, John walked into the newly cleaned-out storeroom that was my office and threw a manila folder on my desk. “Take care of this, too,” he said, and left. I opened the folder to find mimeographed sheets containing the three basic feed rations for all the cattle in the feedlots. I was stunned.

He didn’t ask me if I had ever taken a class in nutrition (which I hadn’t), ever fed potatoes (which I hadn’t), or if I could drive a feed truck (which I couldn’t)!


Lesson #2: You will be amazed at how capable people think you are if they don’t know you well. Don’t waste that advantage.



Youthful ignorance carried the day. I put aside the fact that where I had come from there was a whole feed department! “Couldn’t be that hard,” I told myself. If the nutritionist could give me the rations, I could work with the feed boss and mill man to make sure what was on the paper was what came out in the feed bunk. I admit I made a lot of calls to the nutritionist. He usually called back when he was at the next feedlot having lunch with the manager. I’m just thankful he took them!

Several weeks went by. I traveled to all the company feed-lots and ranches, establishing veterinary treatment programs and acquainting myself with each feedlot’s feed system. I was too busy to be overwhelmed with the responsibility I had been given; i.e., overseeing the health and nutrition of thousands of cattle. I was a bit prideful.

I didn’t see John much. He was busy and traveled each week to the company operations, as did I. One Saturday morning I caught him in his office. He was writing, working on something. I interrupted. He looked up. “You need something?” he asked. He seemed preoccupied, but I stumbled on, “Yeah, John, I just wanted to thank you for hirin’ me. I think I’m findin’ my way around and all. Ya know, with the herd health and rations, but I could do a lot better job, I think, if maybe once a week I could have a short visit with you to make sure I’m on the right track.”

His eyes narrowed. He said, “I ain’t got time for your piddly problems.” He didn’t smile.

“Well,” I huffed, “well … I guess I’ll just do what I think’s right and if I’m wrong, I reckon you’ll tell me.”

“Count on it,” he said.

I backed out the door. “Freedom’s just another word for nothin’ left to lose … except,” I thought, “my job!”


Lesson #3: You can walk a long way toward the horizon before you step off it … or in my case, in it. You have to get over the idea that if you do something wrong you will automatically be fired. Truth be known, most of the decisions you make aren’t that important anyway!



My saving grace was that I had many good advisors: the cowboys, the mill men, the consulting nutritionist, other feed-lot veterinarians, and various managers of the other company operations. I kept busy and paid attention.

I had been there a year when I got a call on the two-way radio in my pickup. “One to Five.”

“This is Five, John, go ahead.”

“Are those heifers in pen 14C big enough to breed?” “Lemme take a look,” I said.

“One out.”

I knew the heifers in 14C like the back of my hand. I passed them every day on the way to work and looked them over, but it was an odd question so I didn’t want to answer lightly. I drove to the pen. They were feedlot heifers destined for the meatpacking plant, so why did he want to know if they were big enough to breed?

“Five to One.”

“Go ahead.”

“I’m guessing these heifers weigh five-fifty. There’s quite a few blacks and black ballys. They mature earlier and they are gaining good, so I’d say a large portion of them will be cycling and probably settle, but they—”

“Breed ’em! One Out.”

I drove down to the office to ask John to elaborate. “We’ve bought two new ranches and we’re gonna need lots of replacement cows and heifers.”

I didn’t ask him how I was to go about this, and he never offered any advice except “Breed ’em! One Out!” I got to work and rented sixty black bulls. We put them right in the big grower pen with the 1,250 heifers and left them for thirty days. We had a 62 percent conception rate!


Lesson #4: If necessity is the mother of invention, then responsibility is the mother of ingenuity. If the buck stops somewhere else, sooner or later it’s bound to get passed your way, so be ready!



He led me not to fear making decisions. It is difficult to work for a committee, as any association executive can tell you, because the committee members often disagree, and getting something done can be a gruesome task.
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On the simple command, “Breed ’em,” John started a complicated, extensive, fairly successful breeding and calving program that eventually involved over one hundred Washington State Veterinary students, two calving barns, a crew of Basque sheepherders, the cowboys, and me. It consumed thousands of hours, created jillions of lifelong memories, and generated over five thousand cows with calves in the six years that it ran.

John had his own way to solve problems. He saw the big picture, knew the answer, and left us to figure out how to do it. He never doubted it could be done. It was the equivalent of President Kennedy saying, “We’re going to land a man on the moon before Russia does, now get with it!”

In the annals of corporate committee management, a solution so simple and drastic would have never been reached.


Lesson #5: Whether it’s 8 or 800, you figure out how to do the first one then multiply it by two, or five, or one hundred, or 1,250. Whether it’s cows, mail-order solicitations, or moving rocks, all it takes is more help and more room.
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In the ensuing years at his direction, I oversaw or was directly involved in the building of a grain mill, running a feed store, buying grain, buying bulls, managing a dairy, dehydrating potato waste, recycling cow manure, and many other projects that had very little to do with my veterinary education.

When I hear the term “thinking outside of the box,” sometimes I wonder if John was ever restricted to a box.


Lesson #6: It’s not that what he knew stopped him, it’s that what he didn’t know didn’t stop him.



His thinking was not restricted by “too much information.” Like inventors, explorers, and artists, he was limited only by his imagination.
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I am computer illiterate, by choice. In my office there are five computers all manned by competent people. We have a consulting programmer and a web page person. I find the technology fascinating and miraculous.

I read the articles about technological advances and their purpose, impact, and usefulness. I am occasionally surprised when I ask about an application or service and am told computers can’t do that! My thinking is not limited by knowing what they can’t do.

My imagination for the computer’s capability is not restricted by too much knowledge. I’m free to think beyond the screen. It is literally how to find your way when you don’t have a map. How many times have you studied a map for ten minutes before you look up and see Scotts Bluff, the Golden Gate Bridge, or Chesapeake Bay right in front of you?


Lesson #7: Although a poor checkers player can never beat a good checkers player, a poor chess player can beat a good chess player once.
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The Basque men played checkers in the sheep camps. Damas, they called them. I was never able to beat them. When they played each other, the winner was inevitably the one who made the first move, and he won by one move.

I also play chess. On a vacation to Mexico I ran into a British traveler who played it well. He had just bought a set in a local Mexican curio shop. Ajedrez is what it is called.

“Do you play?” he asked me.

“A little,” I said.

He set up the board on the hotel veranda. It was not that hard-fought a game. I won. He was stunned!

We played two more games that he won handily. I suspect I would never have been able to beat him again. I realized later how I had won that first game. He thought, as he said, that I had a strategy. I didn’t! The Chaos Theory reigned! I was not restricted by the trodden paths.

This example illustrates why someone who is not confined to established protocols can occasionally jump past all the shrapnel of preconceived restrictions.


Lesson #8: To get more comfortable outside the box sometimes you have to take off your company tie and manly earring and slide into a pair of Paul Bond boots.
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In a Nutshell

So much of success depends on the ability and willingness to make decisions. It makes sense to learn everything you can about a problem or project, consult with authorities, read the instructions, and study the history, doesn’t it? Of course it does, but then you look at the stock market, talk to the broker’s therapist, and listen to the screaming. And they all claim to know what they are doing!

I do not mean to diminish the usefulness of examining an issue thoroughly before making a decision, but most successful entrepreneurs did not achieve their pinnacle by betting on a sure thing. It was a great training ground for someone whose specialty was going to become poetry.










CHAPTER 2
It Is Illegal to Publish Poetry in the United States

The Western Writers of America is a distinguished group. They are the torchbearers for the likes of Zane Grey, Louie L’Amour, and Elmer Kelton. I have several friends and mentors among them. In June of 1983 they invited me to address their meeting. I was honored, even though most of the heroes in their books lived in the 1800s, and mine are getting bucked off or run over in modern times.

They put me on the mailing list for their quarterly journal. The editor was a good writer and invited me to submit a piece. I sent in a poem. He wrote back to explain that the Western Writers Association does not include cowboy poetry as part of western writing, nor do they print it in their journal. I sent him a little piece about how it was illegal to publish poetry in the United States. He laughed, but they didn’t change their policy.

Many years later after Elko, Nevada, invented the cowboy poetry gathering model, I noticed the WWA began including it as an awards category.

Let me give you another example of the prevailing opinion of poetry in the last one hundred years that continues to this day.

In May 1986 I got invited to entertain at the Tejon Ranch at the south end of the San Joaquin Valley in California. They had Hereford cattle, thousands of acres, and the last California condor on Earth.

While at the ranch I met the publisher of the Bakersfield Californian (approximately 100,000 circulation). He wanted to run my weekly column in his newspaper. I was thrilled!


Lesson #9: It is always a blessing when manna falls from Heaven! But don’t take it for granted and don’t count on it again.



He reasoned that it would appeal to the large agricultural community in Kern County. He instructed his managing editor to start carrying the column. The editor resisted. I called and made the proper arrangements with him and answered his questions. But it took several weeks to get it up. When he finally did, I noticed he wasn’t running all of them. I called.

The editor explained that their newspaper policy prohibited the publication of poetry. I pointed out that poetry constituted 25 percent of my columns! Each month included a poem. That’s too bad, he said … I thought I heard him cackling.

I conceded he could do what he wanted because he was the editor, but would he please tell me why they don’t print poetry.

“Most of it is bad,” he explained.

“Well,” I said, “you’re an editor. You’re supposed to be able to tell if it is good writing or bad. Just read the poems and decide.” I thought my logic was crystal clear.

“I don’t have to,” he said. “We don’t print poetry.” His logic was crystal clear. Catch-22

I had the feeling that he was looking for a way to keep me out of his paper, but he still had to justify it to his boss, the publisher. “Tell me the real reason,” I persisted.

“Off the record?” he said. “The publisher’s wife writes poetry and if I printed yours, I’d have to print hers!” Checkmate

I also suspect he resented the publisher telling him what to print. But, in truth, a poet could never have gotten into his office in the first place! Even with an agent or syndicator! In my case I couldn’t have found a better introduction than the publisher … yet it wasn’t enough.

Okay, I figured, maybe three times a month would be all right, but then he put me on the editorial page alternating weekly with Louis Rukeyser’s column. He was leaving out my funny columns, which eliminated the majority of them. “You need to do more serious commentary on agri-business,” the editor said. “Can you just write more columns with substance?”

I whined that the main reason my column was popular with the publisher was that it was funny. Brick Wall

In retrospect it was a pretty smooth maneuver. He isolated me then locked me out. But he did it in such a way that he had something to tell the boss that made me look like the goat.

I conceded after a year and quit sending them the columns.


Lesson #10: Always remember it is the job of editors, program directors, producers, and publishers to keep you off the air and out of print. You are just more work for them, something new they have to deal with. Without an agent, manager, or cousin in the business, or a history of national misbehavior and disgrace, you are invisible to them. Don’t take it personally. I repeat … Do Not Take It Personally.



Around that same time I was going on the Nashville television guest shows like Ralph Emery, Crook & Chase, and Nashville Now doing cowboy poetry. My self-published poetry book sales through 1986 were 49,205, and I did ninety-five speaking engagements across the country that year. I was a cowboy poet!

Hee Haw approached me to be on their show. Great! I’d fit right in, I thought. I could come to Nashville for a couple days, record twenty-six separate poems, and become a star! I remember figuring how many different shirts I should take.

“Oh,” they said, “we want you to play a country hick veterinarian. That poetry won’t work. People don’t like poetry.”

The evidence of my modest success as a poet, even including attracting the attention of Hee Haw producers, was not enough to overcome their ingrained ubiquitous aversion to poetry. It is just as strong today in most circles as it was then.

When I first started entertaining professionally, meaning I had lost my veterinary job and was interviewing for another, my business card said Cowboy Humorist and Veterinary Consultant. It did not include the word “poet.”

I recall during that time period being in the lobby of a high school gym before the show began. A ranch wife came striding by with a scowling husband in her wake. She smiled as she passed. He glared at me.

I had seen it before; the wives weren’t turned off that I was a poet, but the husbands were often attending under duress! Later after the show I was signing a book for that same lady. She had enjoyed the show. The rancher hung back, kinda givin’ me the eagle eye.

“Well,” I asked the man in a kindly way, “what did you think?”

“Shoot,” he said, “I didn’t even know it was a poem till you were halfway through it!”


Lesson #11: Sometimes it’s okay to ride a Trojan horse into the game as long as you don’t make a fool of the horse or the Spartans.
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In the United States poetry is held in low regard by most in the publishing and writing business. It is ironic that one of the highest compliments a reviewer can make is that something is “almost poetry.”

By the turn of the nineteenth century Robert Service, Edgar Allan Poe, and Rudyard Kipling were being memorized and quoted by the American masses. In Australia, at the same time, Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson were published regularly in the Sydney Herald. Even today schoolchildren revere them. Since the 1800s poets Alexander Pushkin in Russia and Jose Hernandez in Argentina have been and are still recognized by their common countrymen as national treasures.

So it was that at the last quarter of the twentieth century I chose to become a poet. It is common to evaluate someone’s success by the amount of money they earn. Since you can count on one hand (a slight exaggeration) the number of people who make enough money as a poet to buy a used car, I chose to define success differently.
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Part memoir, part how-to, all Baxter Black,
Lessons from a Desperado Poet is a humorous,
witty take on making a living by doing the
right thing and trying everything. Accord-
ing to Black—who provides 118 life lessons
through the course of the book—success, at
least in the form to be had by working out-
side the system, “does not take a genius; it
just requires the persistence of a glacier. . . .
Remember, often it is not ability, it’s reliabil-
ity. The world is run by those who show up.”

A mind-tickling romp through the
formation, fermentation, and fruition
of the author’s career as a poet in a coun-
try where publishing poetry is “practically
illegal,” Lessons from a Desperado Poet is
instructional for the entrepreneur, inspira-
tional for the ambitious, and entertaining
for the teeming masses. In three sections—
“How I Learned,”“What I Learned,” and
“Why I Was Able to Learn”—the man
the New York Times called “probably the
nation’s most successful living poet” takes
us through everything from his “Basque
Infusion” (i.e., the lessons he learned work-
ing for a hard-headed Basque) and how
he became a self-sustaining poet, to such
chapters as “Me and NPR,” “How to Con-
trol Your Tech Addiction,” and “Control-
ling Your Own Life—Big Decisions Like
Turning Down Johnny Carson.”

Since it is also a story of continuously
overcoming the odds, Lessons from a Des-
perado Poet leaves a trail of self-improve-
ment and motivational tortilla crumbs that
readers will follow with delight—before,
that is, squirreling them away in their own
cerebral pockets for later use.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
TWODOT®

‘GUILFORD, CONNECTICUT
HELENA, MONTANA

AN IMPRINT OF GLOBE PEQUOT PRES






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_007.jpg
CAUGHT IN AN
EXAGG GERATION!





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_007.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg
\

.

BUCKIY' OFF O.¢.





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg
antitied 0 one froe copy of

Blagin' Bloats & Cows em
FIRE! for evary & purchased!
That is a savings of at least
$19.98, which could be used
for an eighth of a tank of gas!

HUREY! EXPIRES 12/18/06!






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
D A

J(t,"-’t @ ’
&a g - Ay v
Company vet

Simplot Livestock Co.
Idaho

-





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
WILFORD
BRIMLEY
J "

DESPERADO

PQET

HOW to Find Your Way When You
Don’t Have a Map, HOW to Win the
Game WHEN You Don’t Know the
Rules, and When Someone Says It
Can’t Be Done, WHAT They Really
Mean Is They Can’t Do It.

BAXTER BLACK





