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INTRODUCTION

We at Western Writers of America (WWA) are delighted to present Why Cows Need Cowboys and Other Seldom-Told Tales from the American West, our first anthology for young readers. This collection of twenty nonfiction stories flows naturally from our mission to promote the literature and history of the American West, and we believe that the most compelling part of this mission is educating children about our nation’s past. The contributing authors, WWA members all, are experts in their fields and have earned significant literary honors. Among them are winners and finalists in the Spur Award competition, an Owen Wister Award winner, Western Heritage Wrangler Award and Will Rogers Medallion recipients, and winners of numerous other state and national book awards. Many of the writers’ works have appeared on bestseller lists and earned starred reviews from prestigious literary publications as well.

But why “seldom-told” tales? Because history is something far more exciting than what students can learn from textbooks alone, and its stories can never all be known. The past was, after all, lived by “ordinary” people, as well as by the bold-faced names. There are riches to be found in the detours and side paths that lie just around the corner from the big events. Davy Crockett fought at the Alamo, but ten- year- old Katie Jennings and eight- year- old Enrique Esparza also played their parts. Theodore Roosevelt accomplished much as one of America’s greatest presidents, but how many have heard of his skirmish with the river pirates, who enraged him by stealing his boat? What was it like to be a young Native American hunter in prehistoric times, waiting for a thundering buffalo herd to hurl itself over a cliff? Or to be one of the brave Hotshot firefighters battling the lethal Yarnell Hill Fire of 2013?

From 500 BC to our own twenty-first century, the characters in these pages do extraordinary things. In 1821, a Plains Indian girl treks 1,400 miles to visit the White House. Later in the century, settlers push the frontier ever westward—riding for the Pony Express, driving cattle and driving stagecoaches, and battling the bizarre grasshopper plagues of the 1870s. In the early decades of the twentieth century, a team of daredevil ranching brothers invents modern rodeo. And during World War II, Navajo soldiers, ingeniously using their native language to become “code talkers,” play a decisive role in Allied victories. Tales in this anthology range wide in time, topic, and mood, and you’ll find here the strange and humorous, the tragic and heroic. However varied their chosen subjects, the writers are united by their love for the American West and its infinite fund of stories.

Founded in 1953, Western Writers of America is the nation’s oldest and most distinguished organization of professionals who write about the early frontier and the West. Now, in 2021, as we celebrate our sixty-eighth anniversary, we enjoy a membership of more than seven hundred men and women, spanning the nation from California to Maine and including several countries overseas. WWA is home to internationally renowned authors, as well as to those professionals who are at the beginning of their careers. Our founders were writers of traditional Western fiction, but today WWA comprises not only novelists, but also authors of history and biography, poetry and song, screen and stage plays, children’s books, cookbooks, and more. And while in the early years, most of our work was historical in nature, we now embrace contemporary Western writing as much as we cherish works set in the past.

WWA believes that the West embodies a spirit that is uniquely American and that keeping this spirit alive is of paramount importance to the nation and beyond. Our motto is “Literature of the West for the World®.”

With Why Cows Need Cowboys, we invite young readers to journey westward back in time, to the far past and the not- so- far. For there is a kind of magic in a story well told.

—The Editors, Nancy Plain and Rachelle “Rocky” Gibbons







Why Cows Need Cowboys

Larry Bjornson

Why do cows need cowboys? Well, cows aren’t too smart. The smartest cow you’ll ever meet can’t add two plus two. But they’re brainy enough to know they prefer doing what they want rather than what us humans want. So, we need cowboys to persuade them to do things our way.

Let’s go back 150 years to South Texas, a time when cows were a lot harder to persuade than today. Imagine you’ve just been hired for your first real job—you are now a cowboy. And, the boss says he’ll pay you three dollars a week, more money than you’ve ever dreamed of having. Naturally, you’ll have to prove yourself to the older cowhands because around here cows run wild and must be caught one by one. Which isn’t easy. The Mexicans call this part of Texas the Brasada, the brush country. The Brasada is not like those grassy, wide-open ranches you usually think of. Not at all! It’s a thorny, tangled mess with narrow passages and perfect cow hideouts.

And that’s why the boss needs another hand.

“Son,” the boss had said, “we’re puttin’ up a herd and takin’ ’em nine hundred miles north to Kansas. How’d you like to help?”

Oh, you’d love such a grand adventure, but you ask, “If the cattle are here in Texas, why take them to Kansas? There must be somebody hereabouts that’d want them.”

“Sure there is,” says the boss. “If you’ve got the cows, they’ll buy ’em all day long.”

Ha! you say to yourself, my first day and I’m already smarter than the boss. You’d think he would’ve thought this through before deciding to take cows on a nine-hundred-mile stroll.

Then the boss says, “Now, son, whaddya think a Texan that buys them cows is gonna do with’em?”

That surely has you stumped. “I don’t think I know, sir.”

“He’s gonna drive ’em nine hundred miles north to Kansas, that’s what.”

“Huh! But why?”

“Because when you sell a cow in Texas, you get three or four dollars. But sell that cow in Kansas, you get thirty or forty dollars.”
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Now you feel kinda dumb, but another question hits you.

“So, if you’ve got a cow here, and then you got that same cow there, in Kansas, how come some Kansas fool pays you so much more for it?”

The boss gives you a pitying look. “Because Kansas has fewer cattle and more railroads than Texas. And they use their railroads to carry our cattle to the big stockyard towns like Kansas City and Chicago. And from there, other railroads take the beef to all the cities in the East. More hungry people than you can imagine.”

It seems the boss is smarter than you thought.

“Just one problem,” says the boss.

“Uh- huh.”

“I don’t have any cattle.”

“Ohhhh.”

“But I know where they are.”

“Ahhhh!”

“And I want you to go get ’em.”

“How many?”

“Oh, two thousand, give or take.”

You study the boss’s face to see if he’s kidding, but he looks about as funny as a rope burn.

“Son, here’s how we’re gonna work it. Some nearby ranchers are bringin’ in smaller bunches. So, we don’t have to catch the whole two thousand. We’ll join ’em all up into one big herd, and when we get to Kansas, we’ll sell the lot of ’em and then bring back everybody’s share of money.”

“Uh- huh.”

“Is that all you got to say, son? You aren’t a dolt, are you? I can’t abide a dolt.”

“No, sir! I was wondering about your cattle.”

“Ah, my cattle! Well, we’re gonna catch my cattle—me and you and six of my other hands. We’ll snatch, say, eight hundred. I’ve seen you rope and ride. You’re pretty good, and by the time we’re done, you’ll be a whole lot better.”

The boss must’ve decided you looked too bright and breezy. He puts a hand on your shoulder, and giving you a look that’s both hard and concerned, he says, “Don’t get yourself killed.”

Fact is, proud as you are to make three dollars a week, this job for sure isn’t the safest thing a fellow can do. If you were to ask the boss why he hired you, he’d likely answer that one of his cowhands quit. That might mean a cowhand quit, but it’s probably the boss’s short way of saying that one of his men got an arm broke, or a rib busted, or got otherwise “stove up,” meaning too badly hurt to keep working.

You see, this is the brush country, and nothing out here likes you.

The horses don’t like you. Most of them were wild once, and they haven’t forgotten how much they liked freedom. Memories like that make them cranky. So, if they see a chance, they’ll kick your head off, or bite a chunk out of you, or stomp your chest when you’re down. And any time you’re in the saddle, they might just decide to buck you off. They’re both your partner and your enemy. There’s only two good things about them—they hate letting a cow escape, and they love the chase. Turns out, horses believe hunting cows is a game, and just like us humans, they want to win.

The cows dislike you even more than the horses. They’re just hateful. Why? Because they know you’ve come to capture them. Now, just so you understand, these cows aren’t like regular cows, all fat and sleepy with little bitty horns. These longhorn cows are seven hundred to one thousand pounds of pure wildness. They’re fast, corded with muscle, and each of their horns can be as long as a tall man’s leg.

Even the land doesn’t like you. Here and there you’ll find dusty natural clearings, but mostly the Brasada is a choking snarl of cactus, scrub underbrush, skeletal bushes, and low stalky trees, all of it crowded and twisted into a huge, thorny, scraggy confusion. Everything that grows bristles with spines, sawtooth edges, and rough surfaces. And winding through this withered jungle run pinched little paths beaten in by the passage of wary longhorns venturing from their hideouts.

It’s not a place you’d ride through as fast as your horse can run. But that’s what you’re going to do. Starting tomorrow.

You might ask, why would anyone want such a job? Easy—it’s exciting! And people around here admire anyone tough and skilled enough to do it.

You’ll stay in camp during this cow hunt. That evening, after supper, the men gather around the fire, leaning back on their saddles, some squatting, balanced on their toes, telling stories, joshing, and laughing. No one pays any attention to you. Once, you make a little joke, trying to be part of it all, but they only glance at you, and no one laughs. It’s not that they dislike you. It’s just that you’re an outsider until you prove yourself.

Bright and early the next morning, you start your first workday. Actually, not so bright, since the sun is still snoozing below the horizon when you crawl out of your blankets. But you don’t care. You’re too excited, and kinda scared. The boss’s words about not getting killed are still in your head.

The boss has given you a string of sixteen horses. That’s a lot. Cowhands working on a grassy prairie might be assigned only eight. But here in the Brasada, horses work hard and get stiff and sore and weary, and you can use one up mighty fast. So, you need plenty of fresh mounts.

While you’re working for the boss, the horses in your string are yours alone. No one else can ride them without your permission. On the other hand, there’s probably horses in your string no one wants to ride anyway. Every string has its jug- headed, kickers, biters, and back- fallers. Mean enough that the thought of riding one might make you toss up your breakfast.

You’re fitted out with mostly hand- me- down brush gear and clothes. But it’s all still useable, and because it’s old, it doesn’t make you look like more of a greenhorn than you are.

Most important is an old hull of a saddle, so worn that parts of its wooden tree, the saddle’s skeleton, peek through the leather here and there. Some saddles have one cinch, the strap that wraps under the horse, but brush country saddles like yours are double- rigged, having two cinches to make certain the saddle doesn’t rotate or fly off when you’re roping wild cattle.

You have a sweat-stained Stetson hat. The brim, though, isn’t as wide as most cowboy hats. Big brim hats just get torn off in the brush. Your hat’s brim is also rolled to a point in front.

You’ve got Star- brand boots with two- inch heels and big, round, nickel- plated spurs out back that ring when you walk. A heavy, tattered, waist- length denim brush jacket. Thick gloves with long cuffs. A pair of scuffed, tough- as- nails, bull- hide leggings that cover your legs and buckle at the waist. Around your neck hangs a big red bandana handkerchief, good for everything from wiping sweat to tying a cow’s legs together.

And, you have a braided rawhide rope. Most cowboys use ropes made of fiber, but in the brush country, a rawhide rope is best because it’s heavier. It’s a joy to use, able to slam through thin brush that would tangle a lighter fiber rope. You can throw a loop flashing through the air with marvelous accuracy—if it misses, it’s probably your fault.

After breakfast, the horse wrangler brings in the horses, and each man calls for the one he wants roped out. Of course, you’re new and don’t know much about your mounts yet. So, when you call for a certain star- faced sorrel, you hear the men groan and snicker, and you know you’ve picked an outlaw. And sure enough, you had to be on guard every second while saddling to avoid being bit or kicked. After a few failed tries, you blindfolded that churn head with your bandana, and he quieted enough to let you lace on the saddle.

But when you climbed on and jerked off the blind, the horse humped its back, threw its head down, and then shot straight up into the air. After that, there was quite a spell of bucking and bellering, hooves slamming, spurs ringing, and cowboys cheering, but you stayed in the saddle until finally the horse broke into a trot, and it was over. You heard one of the men declare, “But say, can’t that kid ride!” and you knew you were a little closer to being a part of them.

An hour later, you and your horse are deep in a thorny maze of mesquite, black chaparral, prickly pear, Spanish dagger, devil’s head, and rat tail cactus. One of the men rides up and says, “A little advice, kid. When you’re hot after some cow, hittin’ the brush, don’t ever close your eyes. You’ll want to, more than anything, but don’t do it.”

Just then, three of the boss’s catch dogs trot past. They go on down a ways, and suddenly the lead dog lets out a piercing yelp and sprints into a dense thicket. The other dogs follow, baying and barking. There’s a crashing and popping of brittle brush, and two longhorns explode from the thicket and race down a narrow, winding path with the dogs on their heels.

Your horse lunges after them so quickly you nearly tumble off backward. The other cowhand is behind you at first, but when the two cows split up, he veers down a different path and disappears. Now you’re alone. The brush is flying at you faster than you can think, head on, high and low, left and right. You dodge it all as best you can, throwing yourself down one side of the horse, lying flat atop, down the other side, always trying to anticipate the horse’s next move so you can keep your balance.

It’s up to you to stay in the saddle. The horse doesn’t watch out for you. He is totally focused on catching the fleeing longhorn. Streaking along, he dives through holes and gaps in the brush, scrapes under arching mesquite trunks, leaps low limbs, and slams through higher ones. He throws his weight this way and that. His body twists in midair. He does not take you into account. Branches crack, hooves rattle against the earth, dust flies, thorny brush rakes and whips at you. It’s up to you—get out of the way or fling up a protective arm or shoulder or leg and take the hit.

And then, it’s all too much. You close your eyes. Just for an instant. But when you open them, an unbreakable branch hits you square in the chest, and next you know, you’re on your back in the dirt. Your horse is gone. The cow you were chasing is gone. The catch dogs are baying in the far distance.

With a groan, you stand up and start walking. After a while, the rider you started out with comes along leading your horse. He grins and hands off your reins.

“Kid, when you’re workin’ cows, you gotta stick closer to your horse.”

“I closed my eyes,” you say.

“You ain’t the first.”

“Never even got my rope out.”

“Kid, don’t go feelin’ sorry for yourself. Plenty more chances to get it right.”

And there were.

Within the hour, you are again racing through the brush, closing fast on a dodging, swerving longhorn. You have your rope in hand, but the limbs and branches flashing past cut in too close to allow throwing a clean loop. You’ll have to wait for an opening and hope you don’t lose your cow first.

As you expect, a clearing opens up briefly. At once you whirl out a small, tight loop, whipped to terrific speed, and hand, arm, and shoulder all work together to fire the loop like a rawhide bullet at the cow’s bounding legs.

The loop sings through the air and slaps around the cow’s rear hooves just as they rise from the ground. As you tie off the rope to the saddle horn, your horse sits down, front legs bracing, and an instant later the cow comes to the end of the rope with a wrenching shock and falls plowing into the ground.

You just caught your first brush country longhorn. You feel proud. In a couple of weeks, you’ll be a first- class cow persuader.





The Last Drop: From Death to Life at Madison Buffalo Jump

Matthew P. Mayo

It is 500 BC, and tribes come together for their annual bison drive, a shared celebration of rebirth and replenishment. After weeks of preparation and waiting, scouts spot a herd nearby, and the hunt is on. Among the warriors, a boy participating for the first time is chosen to wear a bison calfskin and lead the grazing herd toward the clifftop. Soon the massive animals are funneled toward the drop-off by waving warriors amid rock cairns.

At the base of the cliffs, a girl joins the women for the first time in butchering the fallen beasts. They render the bison into meat, pemmican, bone tools, vessels, garments, tipi coverings, and more. It has been a good drive and the tribes give thanks, knowing they will survive another year.
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He had not expected the choking clouds of dry grit and powdered dung that filled his nostrils, caked his eyes, and peppered his tongue and teeth. He clenched them tighter and continued his hunched- over walk, one foot poised, then the next, then pause to shake his head and bellow, to mimic the bison calf he had become in order to lead this herd to the far cliff ’s edge, to lead the herd to its death.

Droplets of sweat stung his eyes and he squeezed them together quickly to help clear his vision. He swung around once more and stared at the lead bison. Large brown eyes, rimmed with yellow and caked with flies and red with bloodlines, stared back. They were set in a thick head as wide as the boy’s outstretched arms, and nearly as tall as he stood.

The brute snorted and lowered its mighty head, then shook it slowly back and forth, back and forth. Flies and dust boiled up, then settled.

The boy sensed the bull was becoming angry—the big males were always angry. The boy knew if he did not move, he was the first thing that would be stomped and trampled and pounded into the dust of the dry earth by that big, wide, hairy head. But why? Had he not imitated the calf as he had practiced? Yes, but the beast still seemed suspicious.
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A breeze pushed forward from the rear of the herd, carrying with it more dust. But it would also disguise any scents from his tribesmen that might arouse suspicion in the bison. The boy coughed and did his best to pinch off a sneeze building in his nose.

He was but twenty paces ahead of the lead bull, far enough that with the animal’s poor eyesight it would still think him a bison calf. In truth, he was a young warrior wearing the skin of a calf. It was his task, the most important of the day, to tease the leaders of the herd into following him, and it was working.

The lead bison walked faster, and the following herd of thirty beasts did the same, their hooves thudding in a slow, mismatched, drumming rhythm.

Ahead he saw the beginnings of the drive lane, fifty paces across at the mouth, marked with cairns, rocks stacked in piles at intervals. There were also logs and great tufts of grasses twisted together, anything his people could find to define the sides of the lane. Most of these had been placed there by their forebears many hunts ago. Though current tribes, too, had repaired and added to the angling lines of cairns and logs over past days.

It was in this narrowing lane he would run, leading the herd to the cliff. He must not fail, or his own tribe, as well as the three others who had joined them for the hunt, would all know great hunger in the coming cold season. There would be no food for the growling bellies of the babies and old ones, no sinews for lashing, no pemmican, no skins for wearing, no blankets for warmth, no bone tools…

The boy shook his head to dispel the treacherous, doubting thoughts and squinted. Far ahead he saw what might be the edge of the cliff. It seemed to blend with the distant vista, though the morning sun’s brightness and the boiling clouds of dust conspired to blur the scene.

Behind him he heard the bison thunder forward, stiff legged but gaining speed. That could only mean that the runners and hunters were closing together, driving them from the rear of the herd.

Move! Run faster! Isn’t that what Grandfather had taught him? Keep ahead of the herd, not only to lead them to the cliff ’s edge, but to stay alive. Alive, yes, that was the word. The boy gulped hard, swallowing back a mouthful of grit and dust and powdered dung and blinked his eyes.

Urged on by the other hunters, some capering beneath wolf skins at the rear of the herd, the great shaggy beasts broke into a run. Keeping low, lest they discover his ruse and shy from him, the boy dashed ahead.

But the great shaggy beasts gained on him. He felt hot breaths from that mammoth, red-eyed bull steaming the back of his neck. The lane narrowed as they ran, and now he was uncertain where the cliff ’s edge lay. Yet he ran, crouched low and not daring to look back lest he lose his footing and stumble. Then they would be on him, pounding him into the earth even as they thundered forward to their own deaths.

Through sweat-filled eyes, he saw men leap from their hiding spots behind the rock cairns and logs, their arms wide and waving. They held aloft their spears, their atlatls, and clubs, and their harsh shouts echoed loud with meaning. Others closed in, chasing from the rear, prodding and shouting and howling fearful, savage cries.

They drove back into the great running mass of animals the beasts that had strayed close to the edges of the drivelines, lest they break from the group and scatter the herd. Such escape would ruin the drives forever, for bison have long memories. Then all would be lost, and the people would starve in the coming seasons.

Unbidden, and at the wrong moment—for Grandfather had told him he must not think of anything save for being a calf, and especially not when the cliff ’s edge loomed so close—she was in his mind. The girl. Right now, far below, she would be there with the other women. This was a girl he had seen for two hunts now, far across the vast campsite, she of another tribe.

“Boy, are you listening to me?”

The boy had blinked hard twice and saw once more nothing but his own breath feathering white before him in the dark of the early morning. “Yes, Grandfather.”

“Good, because I thought perhaps your mind was filled with thoughts of a young woman.”

Too fast, the boy spun, his eyes wide and shining, to see Grandfather’s smiling face staring back at him. “Do not think you are the first to feel as you do, boy.”

But now it was all dust and the girl and the heavy, rasping breaths of the ragged bison running close, too close behind him, and he could not run any faster and he was petrified of stumbling, even though he felt every sharp edge of rock and prickly plant through his moccasin soles as he gasped for breath, dusty, dung-smelling breath, the rank stink of the flopping, half-cured calfskin tied about his neck and chest and arms and belly. No time for the girl! And yet, she would not leave his mind alone…

It had been at last year’s drive they had spoken to each other, however fleetingly. She had commented on his grandfather, a legend among the tribes. He had grunted and nodded. Fool! Even now, the boy felt his face and ears heat deeply at the memory.

He had been but a child then, not allowed to participate with the men, and had been told to assist the women with the butchering. The memory of it shamed him still. To think she had seen him in such a lowly position.

He knew she’d only been showing him a kindness she would any little boy. But not this year. This year she would see him for what he was, the lead runner, the only warrior selected for the honor.

The boy recalled the vast encampment where the four tribes had staked their spots, the same as each year. In his mind he saw the sea of tipis, anchored at their bases with rings of stone, saw smoke rising from the fire pits, saw camp dogs and children at play. By the time the drive began, the women would have assumed their positions and kindled the fires and honed their fleshing tools—bone scrapers and stone knives—that would serve to render meat from bone.

What meat not eaten fresh tonight during the grand feast would be sliced thin and dried on racks for the coming winter. Some would be pounded and mashed with fat and berries to make toothsome pemmican.

The girl would be there with the other women, awaiting the bison to hurl themselves off the edge, bellowing and bleating and screaming, their big eyes white in fear and anger and, finally, in surrender as they fell from the sky at the women’s feet. And all because he had made it so.

Yes, she would be there. With her laughing eyes and serious mouth, with her long hair that shone darker than the wing of any raven yet born. She would see him high above, atop the cliff, dropping nimbly from the edge to the narrow precipice where he would prance like a goat even as the mighty bison leaders dropped and slammed and tumbled and rolled past him to the bottom, so far down, piling their wrecked bodies, all because of him! He would feed the people.

Even in his aching lungs and dulled, wooden legs and sweat- stinging eyes, the boy smiled a grim smile over tight- set teeth and thought of the glory and of the girl awaiting him. And then he jumped off the cliff ’s edge.
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Far below, the girl held a nut- brown hand to her eyes and stood in a long row with the other women, squinting up at the ragged edge of the cliff far above. “There!” shouted an old one. All the women glanced briefly her way, then followed the elder’s pointing finger toward a thin feather of dust. As they watched, it bloomed over the cliff, billowing and spreading like a storm cloud.

“Soon,” whispered the girl’s mother, and silence settled over them once more. Far behind at the tipis, they heard a child wailing, then that, too, ceased, as if the baby had also sensed what was about to happen.

The girl shifted her weight to her other foot and licked her lips. There was one thing she wanted to see, even more than the sadly promising sight of the great black and brown animals tumbling from the cliff ’s edge. She wished to see the boy, ahead of the herd, disguised under the calfskin. It was his first time as the lead runner, teasing the bulls forward, and she had never known such worry.

She heard them now, a distant thud thud thud that grew louder with each moment. Soon they would see the herd. But first they must see the boy in the lead. They must watch him dart to the side and drop off the edge onto the narrow ledge. There he must make himself small and tight, hugging the rock face lest the falling, flailing beasts collide with him and knock him far below onto the graveled slope, a false bison crushed and broken among the true bison.

Then the girl knew she could not bear it if the boy were killed.

It would be an honorable way to die, to be sure. There would be songs sung of him, and storytelling around the great fires. For many of his tribe, there would be much lamentation and displays of grief, but the girl did not want that. She wanted him to live because they were to be wife and husband. Though this was the first time she had thought of this, she knew it would be so. Somehow, she was sure of it.

The rumbling grew louder, drew closer, the dust cloud boiled greater, rising and blotting out the blue of the sky. The jamming, pounding, thudding of hooves, separate sounds but moments before, now became one huge sound she felt in her fingertips. It pulsed in her ears, then deeper, deeper inside her until her chest filled with the sound.

With no warning, black shapes burst from the center of the great cloud of dust, just before the cliff ’s edge. The girl’s gut tightened—they should stop! Don’t they know they will die? But the bison knew only their frantic fear, and they thundered onward, ever closer to the edge. Where was the boy?

The girl held her breath, shielded with both hands above her eyes as if to dispel the dust and distance. She scarcely felt her mother’s arm close tight about her, her firm hand squeezing her daughter’s shoulder.

The girl trembled and held her breath and watched. Where was the boy? Could that first dark shape she saw have been him? But hadn’t that shape plunged off the edge, the first of the many to do so? Surely a young warrior might survive a thirty- foot drop.

She wanted to ask her mother, wanted to hear someone tell her yes, he was fine. But the sounds from the cliff bloomed louder, and the sight, though something she’d seen many times before, today overwhelmed her.

It seemed never to end, as the big bodies of the bison flailed and tumbled, colliding with each other at the edge, then in the air, before dropping atop one another at the base of the slope.
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