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Introduction

Longhorn cattle, ranchers, and cowboys. Rangers and outlaws. Oil wells and millionaires. The Alamo. All these symbols sprang from the history, culture, and geography of Texas. But some have evolved into stereotypes, often with the help of Hollywood and self-promoting “professional Texans” who distort the truth for their own purposes, which are usually commercial.

In the spring of 1998, I set out to re-examine some of the symbols that over the course of a century or more have come to represent Texas in the world’s mind. I wanted to know whether they still stand for anything real, or are they relics of a bygone time, only shadows with no substance behind them anymore? Does the Texas that inspired its famous symbols still exist?

Halfway through the six months I spent traveling, interviewing, and writing these eight essays for The Dallas Morning News, I began to notice that an elegiac tone kept creeping into them. The Texas that inspired its symbols, I realized, is not only changing, it’s disappearing faster than most of us can comprehend.

But while the landscape around them is being swallowed with breathtaking speed into the homogenized, mass-produced America of franchise food joints, shopping malls, pretentious-but-ugly suburban architecture, and bumper-to-bumper expressways, I found that Texas people somehow remain a uniquely colorful and eccentric tribe.

The second, and longer, section of this book is about them.

During my almost thirty years as a journalist in Texas, it has been my job and my joy to roam the state from top to bottom and from side to side and hear the stories of hundreds of Texans of all races, backgrounds, and regions. No matter what were the circumstances of their lives in the moments that I encountered them, nearly all possessed two qualities in greater abundance than I have found in the inhabitants of any other place: humor and hope.

They’re the traits that have always made Texans the heroes and heroines of their own myth.

 



Bryan Woolley

Dallas





PART I

Mythic Texas
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A Legend Runs Through It

The Pecos River

In Zane Grey’s classic novel West of the Pecos, young pioneer heroine Terrill Lambeth gets her first look at the river and cries: “Oh, Dad! Take me back! This dreadful Pecos can never be home!”

“The place was desolate, gray and lonely,” Grey writes, “an utter solitude, uninhabited even by beasts of the hills or fowls of the air.”

But, plucky lass that she is, Terrill stays. The desolate Pecos becomes her home, where she lives happily ever after with a heroic cowboy whose name is... Pecos.

Writers of Western novels and makers of Western movies have always liked the name. “Pecos” sounds cowboy. Texan. And geography and history have made the river a worthy setting for tales of frontier valor and desperation.

The Spanish conquistadors, who saw the Pecos and its blistering Chihuahuan Desert in the sixteenth century, named the region el despoblado, the uninhabited place. Three hundred years later, pioneer cattleman Charles Goodnight cursed it as “the graveyard of the cowman’s hopes,” and buffalo hunters claimed that when a bad man dies, his soul goes either to hell or the Pecos.

Despite its rigors, people have found reason to live along its banks. And the lives of its inhabitants—the Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches, the Mexican bandits, Texas Rangers, soldiers and stagecoach drivers, the cattlemen and cowboys, rustlers and nesters, the holdup men and treasure hunters, the women driven insane by loneliness and the incessant wind—have matched the toughness of their land and made their terrible stream the mythic river of the mythic West.

You wouldn’t think it from seeing the Pecos now. For several decades, dams and irrigation farming have reduced it to a vestige of its frontier self, a mere trickle in places, no longer a killer of men and destroyer of dreams. Truckers and travelers crossing its bridges barely notice it.

“It’s hard to believe it’s the same stream,” says Patrick Dearen of Midland, who has written four books about the Pecos. “Now it’s shallow, it’s smothered in salt cedars, it’s polluted with oil. It’s hardly a river anymore. You have to look deep to find the sweat and blood of the cowhands and immigrants and pioneers who saw in it a challenging obstacle.”

Living along the Pecos still requires a certain strength, stamina, and sense of humor. If, as they say, Texas ain’t for amateurs, the Pecos is strictly for the hardiest professionals. Even for them, unless they were born there, life on the river is an acquired taste.

When Elgin “Punk” Jones, a cowboy turned oil-field worker, moved his wife, Mary Belle, and their babies to the east bank of the river forty-five years ago, she saw it as Terrill Lambeth did:

“I looked all around and said, ‘My God, Punk, how long are we going to stay here?’ And he said, ‘Just till we get enough money to get somewhere else.’ I cried for three years. The wind and the dust would blow, and I would mop, and I would cry.

“Well, we’re still here. I got used to the quiet and the solitude. Now I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.”
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The Pecos begins as a clear mountain stream in the Sangre del Cristo Mountains northeast of Santa Fe, N.M. Trout live in its cold waters there. As it flows southward toward its rendezvous with the Rio Grande 900 miles away, it nourishes the fields of Hispanic villages and Indian pueblos and the cattle of Anglo ranchers, good water in a thirsty land.

Then just above the Texas border it begins to change. Gradually it loses its rocky bottom and flows instead through a soft adobe soil laden with alkali. By the time it crosses into Texas for the second half of its journey, it has left behind all its mountains and coolness and sweetness and has entered a flat, hellish desert of mesquite and greasewood. Buzzards soar above the flat, torrid land. Dust devils dance across the plain like small, brown tornadoes. Oil well pump jacks dot the landscape, many of them leaking. Quicksand forms below the river’s banks, and its water turns too salty for man or beast to drink.

A century and more ago, when the Anglos arrived to stay, the desolate Pecos was a place of cattle stampedes, Indian massacres, robberies, ghosts, lethal thirst, and madness. Its name became a verb: to “Pecos” a man was to murder him and throw his body into the river.

“In those days, the Pecos was a very swift, turbulent stream with extremely steep banks and lots of quicksand,” says Mr. Dearen. “Between the New Mexico line and the Rio Grande there was only a handful of places where you could cross it safely.”

The first to cross it regularly were the Comanches, on their journeys from the High Plains to plunder the ranches and villages of northern Mexico. In the early 1850s, immigrants crossed it to search for wealth in the California gold fields. So did Indian-fighting soldiers, marching to their West Texas forts, and stagecoaches carrying passengers and the mail from San Antonio to San Diego.

The river was a major hazard for them all. Along the seventy- nine-mile stretch of waterless desert between the Middle Concho River and the Pecos, many died before they even reached its banks. One immigrant party drank the blood of its livestock to survive.

In 1866 Charles Goodnight and Oliver Loving drove a herd of longhorns from near San Angelo, Texas, to Fort Sumner, N.M., opening the Goodnight-Loving Trail. They lost one hundred head to stampede and quicksand at Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos. But over the next decade they drove 250,000 cattle across the river, expanded the range of the longhorn as far north as Montana, and provided the inspiration for Larry McMurtry’s epic Lonesome Dove.

“In their day, the river was 50 to 100 feet wide,” says Mr. Dearen. “During floods it spread to a mile. When the water receded, it left lakes of alkali water, a brine that is deadly to cattle. One early traveler said that at Horsehead Crossing you could step from one steer carcass to another for a square mile without touching the ground.”

Over time, stories of hardships on the Pecos got enlarged into legends and tall tales. Rumor had it that beleaguered Spaniards had buried treasure in the desert, and that ghosts of massacred immigrants roamed the sand dunes near Monahans. A bigger-than-life cowboy called Pecos Bill became a nationally popular hero. As an infant, it was said, Bill fell out of his family’s wagon as it was crossing the Pecos. He was reared by coyotes, fed his horse barbed wire, rode tornadoes, and used a prickly pear pad for a napkin.

Those who popularized the tales claimed Bill was an authentic folk hero invented by cowboys swapping yarns around their campfires. But Paul Patterson, an eighty-nine-year-old cowboy, teacher, and poet who has lived along the river most of his life, doesn’t think so.

“Cowboys never thought much of Pecos Bill, because he could do anything without putting a strain on himself,” he says. “That doesn’t ring true with people in this country. You can’t do anything here without straining yourself. Pecos Bill was a fabrication. Some writer made him up.”

Yet libraries and bookstores still offer children’s books, music CDs, and video cartoons, written by authors and songwriters in Connecticut and California, celebrating Bill’s exploits.

Early in the twentieth century, as the frontier was fading, the inhabitants of the Pecos became models for the heroes and heroines of Zane Grey and other writers of Western pulp magazine stories and novels. A few years later Hollywood discovered the Pecos and cranked out such B movies as The Pecos Kid (Fred Kohler Jr., 1935), King of the Pecos (John Wayne, 1936), The Stranger From Pecos (Johnny Mack Brown, 1940), and Robin Hood of the Pecos (Roy Rogers, 1941).

Of course, none of them had anything to do with the real Pecos.

“The Pecos River holds a fascination for people,” says Mr. Patterson, “unless they have to stop and camp and drink the water.”

Skeet Jones, a son of Punk and Mary Belle, claims that after a coyote drinks Pecos River water, he immediately licks his behind to get the bad taste out of his mouth.

“It’s just terrible,” says Mr. Patterson. “It sears up your taste buds. One time when I was working on a ranch between where Rankin and Iraan are now, I broke the water jug. After a while, the fellow I was working with said, ‘I just got to have some water. I can’t do without it any longer.’ He took two or three swigs of the Pecos, and he could do without water from then on.”
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Mr. Patterson now lives in the city of Pecos, a few miles west of the river. At some 12,000 population, it’s the largest Texas town along the stream. Pecos was the site of the world’s first rodeo in 1883, an event still repeated every Fourth of July. In the hot, fertile fields that surround the town grow the world’s juiciest, sweetest cantaloupes. In a small park near the center of town, gunfighter Clay Allison (1840-87) lies buried.

Mr. Allison didn’t die the Western gunman’s traditional death. He was driving a wagonload of supplies from Pecos back to his ranch one day after lingering too long in a saloon. He fell off the wagon, and a wheel rolled over his head. “Gentleman and Gunfighter,” his wooden grave marker says. “R.I.P.”

To Mr. Patterson, such people are far more interesting than the superhuman characters that Hollywood and the novelists invented. “Take Gid Redding,” he says. “When I was a young cowboy, I batched a winter with old Gid. He was a top hand, and he could take the snakes out of the meanest bronc. I thought the world of Gid Redding. Well, old Gid, he became the last horseback bank robber in the United States. He robbed the banks at Hatch and Santa Rosa, N.M. They say old Gid had seven lawyers at his trial but did all the talking himself.”

In 1931, not long after his winter with Gid Redding, Mr. Patterson—who cowboyed “four full years, seven full summers and a lot of weekends”—took the $22 his boss owed him and hightailed it to Alpine, where he enrolled in Sul Ross State Teachers College. “What gave me the burning yearning for learning,” he says, “was a big old gray horse that jobbed my head into the hard side of a hill. When I came to, I was wanting to do something else.”

To finance his education, Mr. Patterson worked in a boardinghouse fourteen hours a day, cooking, slopping hogs, and cleaning rooms. “I was envious of old Gid,” he says, “up there in New Mexico, robbing banks, doing what he wanted to do, and doing it on horseback.”

For the rest of his working life, Mr. Patterson taught journalism, Spanish, history, and civics in the Trans-Pecos towns of Marfa, Sanderson, Crane, and Sierra Blanca, sometimes cowboying summers and weekends. “I was sort of a miscellaneous man,” he says.

In Crane, one of his students was Elmer Kelton, now one of the best living practitioners of the Western novel. In Sanderson, Mr. Patterson courted and married another young teacher, who had grown up in the East Texas Piney Woods. “When she moved to the Pecos country, she cried for two days and nights,” Mr. Patterson says. “It was thirty miles between towns and farther than that between trees. But she learned to love it.”

The origin of the word “Pecos,” he says, is unknown. He thinks it may come from the Spanish pecoso, which means “freckled.” “I figure the old Spaniards must have seen the sun glinting off the water and were reminded of freckles,” he says.

He pauses, trying to remember something. “Sometimes my train of thought derails,” he says, “and I never catch the next one out.”

Then he says: “You know, in the old days, when the men were off working cattle, a lot of women would be left by themselves for long periods. Some of them would lose touch with reality and lose their minds. Some of them were too crazy to know daylight from dark.”
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Lloyd Goodrich, a bachelor, lives on the land his grandfather homesteaded in 1906, and in the same weathered frame house. Sometimes he raises alfalfa in a field across the road. His farm is near Mentone, around a bend in the road from Mary Belle and Punk Jones. Mentone is the only town in Loving County. About twenty people reside there. About a hundred live in the entire county. That averages out to seven square miles per person, which makes Loving the most sparsely populated county in the lower forty-eight states.

“There’s not much in Mentone now except the courthouse,” Mr. Goodrich says. “You never know whether the damned café is going to be open or not since Newt Keene died. I don’t even know who has it now. I go to Mentone maybe twice a week to get the mail, and that’s about it anymore. I don’t circulate much. Hell, there’s nobody to circulate with!”

Loving County lacks more than people. There’s no school and no church. There’s no cemetery. The last person laid to rest in the county was a cowboy who was dragged to death by his horse in 1929. He was buried on the lone prairie. Loving County’s dead go to Kermit and Pecos for burial now. There are four hundred oil leases, which make Loving a wealthy county, but drinking water must be trucked in. Like people all along the Pecos, Loving County residents talk a lot about water and the lack of it.

“Hell, no, it’s not as dry as it was in the fifties,” Mr. Goodrich is saying. “Who told you that? It’s nowhere close. In 1956 it rained on September 9, and it didn’t rain again for eighteen months. Not a goddamn drop. Now that was dry!”

The scarcity of water in the Pecos country inspired a sixteen-year-long court battle in which Texas accused New Mexico of taking more than its share from the river. In 1988 the U.S. Supreme Court agreed. It ordered New Mexico to pay $14 million in damages.

“The Texas attorney general’s office took $200,000 off the top for legal fees,” Mr. Goodrich says. “The rest is in Treasury accounts, and the interest on it is divided among the seven water districts in the Red Bluff Water Control District. They spend most of it on legal fees. Damned lawyers. They’re worse than the salt cedars.”

Salt cedar is a scrubby bush introduced to the Pecos many years ago. It was supposed to reduce soil erosion. Now the riverbanks are choked with it. The line of dusty green salt cedar that runs across the desert like a scar is how you tell where the river is. An acre of it sucks up a million gallons of water a year.

Red Bluff, built in the 1930s, is the only reservoir on the Pecos in Texas. It’s just south of the New Mexico line. Mr. Goodrich and other farmers irrigate out of canals from the reservoir.

“Trouble is, Red Bluff has only been full one time,” Mr. Goodrich says. “The problem with farming along this river is that we don’t have a reliable water supply. You might have water for six or seven years, then you might not have any for two years running. The trick is, you’ve got to get big enough or be small enough. It’s the guys in between that are hurting. I’ve been out here a long time. I’ve learned I don’t have to be rich. All I have to do is survive.”

Mr. Goodrich, who is fifty-eight, can recall a time of less mesquite on the land and fewer salt cedars along the river. “I remember what it used to be when there was a lot of farming going on. I remember the smell of green alfalfa fields. Some people older than me remember cottonwood trees along all the ditch banks, and the river running most of the summer.”

Now he’s all that remains. He’s the only farmer left in Loving County.
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The Girvin Social Club has a rusty sheet-iron roof and, inside, walls decorated with cow and sheep skulls, neon beer signs, and old license plates. There’s a pool table in the back room and a wood burning stove in the front. The owner is Walter Bohanan. His customers are cowboys, oil-field hands, and a few welders who have been imported to install a new boiler at a nearby West Texas Utilities plant.

Near the bar, six or eight flyswatters hang from a nail. Mr. Bohanan explains the reason for so many: “It’s a game we play. You get a flyswatter and sit down at a table with three or four other fellows. Whenever you see a fly, you swat it and rake it into your pile. When it’s time for another round, the fellow with the fewest dead flies has to buy. Then you rake them off on the floor and start over. You have to watch some of these guys, though. When nobody’s looking, they’ll reach down and pick up some of the dead flies and put them back on the table.”

The Girvin Social Club has been open since 1956. Mr. Bohanan, who also operates an oil-field pump and supply business near McCamey, took it over in January 1998. More and more, he says, he conducts his other business from his table at the club. “This place,” he says, “is an oasis in the middle of nowhere.”

It’s also all there is to Girvin, except the home of Burl and Frankie Pringle, out behind the club. The Pringles, Girvin’s only residents, raise goats. Twenty or thirty of them move about their pens, constantly in search of food. There’s also a Ilama, a rooster, a friendly German shepherd named Fancy, and another smaller dog.

Fourteen people lived in Girvin when the Pringles moved there in 1984. “Then the oil fields slowed down and some of them had to pursue jobs elsewhere,” Mr. Pringle says.

“The rest died off,” Mrs. Pringle says.
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South of Girvin the land begins to change. The mesquite and greasewood are joined by juniper, yucca, and cenizo. The flat desert gradually yields to rocky hills and mesas, the range of goats and sheep.

On October 28, 1926, the fabled Yates Oil Field blew in, revealing that the barren rocks covered an ocean of oil. More than a billion barrels have been pumped out of the field since then, and it’s still going strong.

Iraan, a little town kept prosperous by the Marathon Oil Co., which operates the Yates Field, was named for Ira and Ann Yates, owners of the land on which the discovery was made. The town has a small museum full of fossils and oil field and ranching memorabilia. Edna Brooks, who is ninety-three, runs it. She and her husband ranched for many years along the Pecos, she says. She tells visitors of cows stuck in quicksand, of horses swimming in the swift current, of floods rising thirty-six inches deep into her house, of her sister dying of a heart attack as a result. “It was just too much of a shock to her, seeing the river like that,” she says. “But I wouldn’t take any of it back. I wouldn’t change it. I’d go back and live it again the same way.”

A few miles outside the town, Dickie Dell Ferro has turned her grandfather’s beautiful old house on the Parker Ranch into a bed and breakfast.

When he settled the land in 1907, Oliver Wendell Parker lived in a two-room cabin. When the Yates Field came in, he leased his land for drilling and built the big two-story house with the red tile roof. Ten years ago, his ranch was divided among his heirs, and Ms. Ferro got the part with the house on it. She runs a few cattle and has four rooms to let, and a rental house where a writer is living, working on a novel.

In the fall, hunters come for the white-tailed deer, which live on the flats, and the mule deer, which live in the hills. Orioles, cardinals, tanagers, wrens, warblers, flycatchers, hummingbirds, and wild turkeys sing a chaotic chorus in the yard shrubbery and the brush beyond. Near the old wooden windmill in the pasture, buzzards hunch over a dead javalina.

“Peace and quiet we’ve got, which in the world today is about the rarest thing there is,” says the writer, Meredith Rolley.

“I’ve lived in Odessa, Mexico, Wichita Falls, Lubbock, and San Angelo, but this was always home to me,” says Ms. Ferro. “I never liked anyplace except here. This is where I always wanted to be.”
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Toward its end, the Pecos widens and flows between majestic limestone cliffs several hundred feet high, looking again like a real river. It passes under the High Bridge on U.S. 90, which replaced a lower bridge wiped out by the flood of 1954, when the river rose to ninety-six feet.

It flows by Langtry (population about twenty), where Judge Roy Bean ruled as “the law west of the Pecos.” Strangers from the East would step off trains there to drink beer at Judge Bean’s Jersey Lilly Saloon and buy a round for his pet bear, Bruno. With a six-shooter and a seldom-consulted volume of the laws of Texas, Judge Bean brought an eccentric but somehow appropriate brand of justice to the wild and woolly Pecos of the 1880s and ’90s.

The woman at the Texas Travel Information Center near the old saloon says 80,000 people a year drop in to watch a video about the old man and pick up a road map.

Then the river moves on past Comstock, a village not quite so small, and finally loses itself in the Rio Grande and Lake Amistad.

Amistad dam, built by the federal government in 1969, backed up the Pecos for eighteen miles and inundated hundreds of caves where the first human inhabitants of the region lived 3,000 to 4,000 years ago. On the walls of their shelters they painted beautiful and mysterious images of beasts and shamans, indecipherable records of their deeds or dreams.

Some two hundred fifty painted caves remain, but the humidity created by the lake eventually will erase them all.

At Seminole Canyon State Park, where a few of the shelters are open to visitors, Robert Slaton, an employee, is talking about water. “We’re due another flood,” he says. “We had a flood in ‘32. We had a flood in ’54. We had one in ‘74. We haven’t had one since. So we’re due one. And we need it. We need something to break this drought. We’re looking at five years of drought so far. Since ’92.”

After living in their shelters for thousands of years, the Pecos River cave dwellers left. Nobody knows where they went. Nobody knows why. Maybe they couldn’t take it anymore.





Cattle Proud

The Longhorn

Even if you’ve never seen him before, Amigo Yates looks familiar. Reddish hair. Big brown eyes. He’s eleven years old, weighs maybe 1,300 pounds. His horns measure 103 inches from tip to tip and spiral outward in what old-time cowmen call a “Texas twist.”

Amigo Yates is a longhorn steer, a champion of his kind, a classic. He could be the model for the longhorn that shows up everywhere in Texas on signs, billboards, TV commercials, menus, company stationery, business cards, and calendars.

In Dallas, at least thirty-five businesses named Longhorn sell cars, copiers, fences, loans, wheel alignments, drywall, foundation repairs, gaskets, motorcycles, liquor, barbecue, insurance, guitars, pet supplies, pipe, tires, tours. Fort Worth —Cowtown—has twenty-three. Across Texas, such longhorn enterprises number in the hundreds, maybe thousands. There’s a football team in Austin called the Longhorns.

The longhorn is the totem of Texas, its sacred beast, its quintessential symbol. The reason: A few generations ago, the longhorn lifted the state from the ruin of war, then became the foundation of a vast economic empire. Because of the longhorn, the horseback laborer who tended him became America’s most popular folk hero. Because of the longhorn, the world thinks of Texas the way it does.

All of which means nothing to Amigo Yates, standing under the broiling sun in a pasture outside Tuscola, a tiny town south of Abilene. He sees his owner, Fayette Yates, roll down the dusty ranch road in a truck. He thinks maybe Mr. Yates is bringing him something to eat. A small summer afternoon treat. He trots toward the truck.

“Nothing for you,” Mr. Yates tells him. “You’re greedy.”

Amigo Yates hangs around awhile anyway, huffing, still hoping, then moves slowly off toward the trees.

Mr. Yates takes off his gimme cap, wipes the sweat from his thinning white hair, and gazes admiringly after the steer. “Ain’t he nice?” he says. “Real full-blood longhorns like him are getting pretty scarce. I doubt that there’s 3,000 or 4,000 of them in the United States.”

Well, it depends on whom you ask.

Tim Miller of Great Bend, Kansas, president of the Texas Longhorn Breeders Association of America, disagrees with Mr. Yates. The longhorn is doing just fine, he says. The great-horned beast, believed to be near extinction only fifty years ago, now numbers in the tens of thousands.

“When our association started in 1964, there were only 1,400 longhorn cattle left in the world,” Mr. Miller says. “But since then we’ve registered 250,000 head. And those are only the best animals. There are thousands more that their owners don’t consider fine enough to register. But they’re real longhorns, too. Today’s longhorn is the same animal that was going up the trails in the 1860s and ’70s. They’re just not slab-sided and rail-thin like they were then. They’re taken care of now.”

Mr. Yates, whose grandfather Ira drove thousands of longhorns up the Chisholm and other great cattle trails, scoffs at Mr. Miller’s optimism: “One of them TLBAA dudes asked me, ‘How long you been in the cattle business?’ I said, ‘Going on seventy-six years.’ I was born to it. I’ve ate more cattle than them sumbitches have ever seen.” He tucks his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and leans back into a high-pitched laugh that almost brings tears. “So I know a real longhorn when I see one. Them cattle they’re calling longhorns ain’t longhorns. Their heads ain’t right, their bodies ain’t right, their necks ain’t right, their tails ain’t right. I went to their so-called world longhorn show in Fort Worth, and what I saw there made me sick.”
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“The Hereford, the Angus, and all other breeds were created by man, through selective breeding,” Mr. Miller says. “The Texas longhorn is the result of natural selection and survival of the fittest. It’s a product of evolution. It’s the only cattle breed in this country that nature created.”

Its evolution began in 1493, when Columbus brought a load of cattle from Spain to Santo Domingo on his second voyage to the New World. Two centuries later, Franciscan friars drove cattle across the Rio Grande into Texas to provide beef for their missions. Over the years, some of the animals strayed or were chased away by Indians. They became wild animals, breeding in the wilderness.

By the 1830s, when English-speaking settlers were spreading over the newly independent Republic of Texas, wild cattle roamed all the country from the Rio Grande north to the Red River and between the Sabine and the Brazos rivers. Some of the English breed cattle brought by the Anglos strayed or were driven into the brush as the Spanish cattle had been. Others escaped during cattle raids that the Texans and the Mexicans constantly inflicted upon one another’s ranches. All contributed to the bloodlines of the wild kind. Only the smart and the strong could survive the rigors of the harsh Texas wilderness and weather. Over time they developed into a new type of cattle: the Texas longhorn, a breed as tough as the land that spawned it.

“They do so well on their own that people don’t have to mess with them,” says Walter Schreiner, whose family has raised longhorns for four generations on the YO Ranch near Mountain Home, Texas. The YO’s herd of 1,500 is the largest in the world. “They live a long time. They produce a calf every year. They have very strong mothering instincts and will gang up to protect their calves from coyotes and panthers. They can walk a long way to water. They can survive on marginal land during a drought. They’ll eat out of the trees like a deer. When it gets real, real dry, they’ll even eat cactus.”

The YO’s cattle are docile, but the old wild ones were no more domestic than the buffalo and antelope that shared the prairie with them. Prince Carl von Solms-Braunfels, founder of New Braunfels, reported that his German colonists hunted longhorns like big game, but they were very hard to kill.

Before the Civil War, Texans drove herds to New Orleans and other Mississippi River ports for shipment to the East by boat, and up the Shawnee Trail, through Dallas and the Indian Territory, to towns in Missouri. But longhorns spread tick fever—to which they themselves were immune—to other cattle and jumped fences and bred with farmers’ stock along the way. Gun-toting Missourians began turning away Texas drovers at their border.

A few years later Texan troops returned from four years of civil war to find the old Cotton Kingdom dead, nearly all their neighbors broke, and five million wild cattle roaming the land, free of charge to anyone who could catch them.

But no railroads were in Texas yet. There was still no profitable way to get the cattle to urban markets in the North and East.

A young Illinois entrepreneur named Joseph McCoy created the solution. At Abilene, Kansas, a village of a dozen huts, two tiny stores, and a saloon perched beside a railroad on the empty prairie, he built a complex of cattle-shipping yards and sent messengers to Texas to tell ranchers about them. In 1867, the year his yards opened, 35,000 longhorns moved up the soon-to-be-famous Chisholm Trail from South Texas.

At first, it appeared Mr. McCoy had made a disastrous mistake. “Texan cattle beef then was not considered eatable, and was as unsalable in the Eastern markets as would have been a shipment of prairie wolves,” he wrote. But once reluctant Yankees tried Texas beef, they liked it. Soon tens of thousands of longhorns were moving, not only to Abilene, but to Dodge City, Newton, Ellsworth, and other Kansas railheads, where such men as Wild Bill Hickok and Wyatt Earp tried to keep order. During the next decade, a dozen dust clouds—each representing a herd of longhorns—could be seen at once from any point between Texas and Kansas.

Before long, Texas cowboys were driving longhorns not only to Kansas, but to new ranches in the Texas Panhandle, New Mexico, Arizona, Nebraska, the Dakotas, Wyoming, Montana, Colorado, Nevada, Utah, Idaho, and even into Canada, to grazing land left empty by the slaughter of the buffalo.

Between 1866 and 1890, ten million cattle moved over the trails out of Texas. They added 200 million golden nineteenth-century dollars to the state’s economy and lifted it from the poverty the war had wrought.

But farmers were moving west and homesteading the land. They were building fences around their farms and across the cattle trails, setting up the plots of hundreds of Western stories and movies.

In 1876 a barbed-wire salesman named John W “Bet a Million” Gates built a corral in Military Plaza in San Antonio and put a small herd of longhorns in it to demonstrate that his wire would hold them. It did. He claimed cattlemen gave him orders for one hundred carloads of wire that day.

The open range was doomed. So was the longhorn, it seemed.
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Ranchers no longer needed a cow that could walk miles to water, fight off coyotes, and eat anything but rocks. They needed one that would stand quietly in a fenced pasture and get fat in a hurry. They imported the Hereford, the Angus, and other breeds that man had created to be beef. The nature-created longhorn, like the buffalo, was headed toward oblivion. “It was eaten almost to extinction,” Mr. Miller says. “It was just slaughtered out. In 1927 a group of old ranchers petitioned Congress to put a few of the remaining longhorns on a preserve and try to save them.”

Congress allocated $3,000 and three game rangers to gather a herd and move it to the Wichita Mountains Wildlife Refuge near Cache, Oklahoma. “The men who went down to South Texas and Mexico to find longhorns spent two or three months and came up with only twenty-seven head,” says Joe Kimbell, the U.S. Forest Service biologist who now cares for the herd.

The Forest Service, which has kept careful breeding records on the herd since it was started, now maintains about three hundred pure longhorns and sells its excess calves to ranchers every fall. Most of today’s longhorns are descendants of the Wichita Mountains herd. A few Texas ranch families, including the Yateses and the Schreiners, also kept a few longhorns for sentimental reasons. They maintained careful records on them, kept their bloodlines pure, and helped enlarge the gene pool of the Wichita Mountains herd.

In 1964 those cattlemen organized the Texas Longhorn Breeders Association of America. Charles Schreiner III, Walter’s father, was its first president. Fayette Yates was the first member to sign up.

“They hired an inspector,” Walter Schreiner says, “and if you wanted to join the association, he had to come to your ranch and inspect each of your cattle. If he considered them to be pure, he would let them in. If he didn’t, he would kick them back.”

During the Texas boom days of the 1970s and early ’80s, longhorns became novelties for rich weekend ranchers, who would buy a few head and graze them near their country homes, to look at during morning coffee. Others were sold to parks as museum pieces, and as rodeo stock. As Southwestern decor became popular, longhorn heads, skulls, and hides brought premium prices as decorative pieces.

Meanwhile, health-conscious Americans were seeking out foods with less fat and cholesterol than the beef they had been eating, unwittingly giving the longhorn a new importance in the cattle business. “Longhorn beef has 33 percent less cholesterol than flounder,” Mr. Miller says. “It has 30 percent less fat than the English breeds you get at the supermarket. It has 20 grams more protein than regular beef. It’s very healthy, and the taste is great.”

But not enough longhorns are left to make them the beef supply they were a hundred years ago. “If you rounded up every Texas longhorn alive—registered and unregistered—they would last the beef industry only one day on the kill floor,” Mr. Miller says.

The TLBAA now has about 5,000 members in almost every state and several foreign countries. But many of them now breed longhorn bulls and heifers with the European varieties, trying to breed the longhorn’s newly desirable characteristics into the more common beef animals’ offspring.

“A lot of those breeders don’t care about preserving the pure longhorn,” Walter Schreiner says. “If people keep trying to make the longhorn bigger to produce more beef and compete in cattle shows, then twenty years from now it may be hard again to find a pure longhorn.”
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Because of squabbles about exactly what a real longhorn is, two additional registries—the International Texas Longhorn Association and the Cattlemen’s Texas Longhorn Registry—have splintered away from the TLBAA. Fayette Yates, the TLBAA’s first member, now is an outspoken leader of the more conservative CTLR, which requires every animal it registers to be blood-typed to affirm that is hasn’t been tainted with the blood of other breeds.

“The TLBAA would never agree to that,” Mr. Yates says. “They say it’s too expensive. It costs $30 a head. Hell, they spend more than that on one drunk. I’ve looked at thousands and thousands of their cattle and, by God, the longhorn’s just not there. I told my daddy that as long as I lived, I would keep the old-time longhorns. But their future looks pretty bleak. It takes more than long horns to make a real Texas longhorn, you know.





Serving the Lone Star

The Texas Rangers

Tucked into the corners of Christine Nix’s makeup mirror are postcard pictures of the Lone Ranger and Tonto and John Wayne, sent to her by a friend.

She’s looking into the mirror, putting on lipstick. The Lone Ranger, Tonto, and John Wayne gaze back at her, tight-lipped and steely-eyed. “I’ve been working on that look, but I can’t get the hang of it,” she says.

Sergeant Nix laughs more easily than your typical Texas Ranger, the kind of laugh that makes other people laugh, hearing it. And she’s shorter than your typical Ranger, standing 5-foot-I without boots and hat. “When I walk through the door, people look over my head,” she says. “They’re expecting a much taller Ranger.”

The Texas Ranger of song and story has been tall, Anglo, and male. He has been on horseback, with a Colt six-shooter on his hip and a Winchester in his saddle scabbard, a lonely champion of law and decency confronting evil on a savage frontier. On the silver screen, John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, and Nick Nolte have played him, on radio Joel McCrea, on TV Clayton Moore.

But times and Texas have changed.

Sergeant Nix, of Company F, stationed in Waco, is one of two women serving as Rangers now, and one of six African-Americans. Among the one hundred five Rangers scattered across the state are also fourteen Hispanics and an Asian-American.

And today’s Ranger rides airplanes and helicopters more often than horses, carries semiautomatic weapons instead of the thumb-buster Colt and the saddle carbine. The roar of gunfire is less familiar to him than the tip-tap of his fingers on his laptop computer.

A Ranger now investigates white-collar crime frauds and corrupt public officials more often than he tracks cattle rustlers or quells riots. Most days, he’s assisting a local sheriff or police department, but maybe working on a task force with the FBI, DEA, ATF, or Border Patrol. “A Ranger’s life is 99 percent hard work and 1 percent excitement,” says Lieutenant Clete Buckaloo of Company F. “And there’s a lot of paperwork.”

Even on TV, the Texas Ranger has changed. His modern fictional reincarnation is an urban figure, played by Chuck Norris. “Walker, Texas Ranger, is the Lone Ranger for the nineties,” says Byron Johnson, director of the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum in Waco. “Instead of an Indian sidekick, Walker has an African-American. Instead of riding the horse Silver, Walker drives a Dodge Ram. Instead of silver bullets, Walker uses kung fu.”

Nevertheless, in the rough country west of the Pecos, shadows of the Old West survive. A Ranger there still carries chaps and spurs in his car trunk, in case he must resort to horseback. And two members of Company E, Sergeant Gerry Villalobos of Fort Stockton and Sergeant Dave Duncan of Alpine, participated in six horseback manhunts in 1996 alone. One lasted three days and ended in a shootout.

The territory of Company E, headquartered at Midland, stretches 550 miles from El Paso to Eastland and includes forty-eight counties of mountains, deserts, and wide-open spaces. Some of them are larger than whole Eastern states.

And every Ranger, whether stationed in the city or the desert, still wears a white Western hat, boots, and a silver star fashioned from a Mexican coin.

Even a Ranger who’s 5-foot-1, black, and female.
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The Texas Rangers are the oldest state law enforcement organization in America. They cherish their history and tradition, but they’ve always been able to change—sometimes radically, sometimes reluctantly—when it was necessary

So the Rangers arrived in 1998 at the 175th anniversary of their origin. In celebration, the Hall of Fame and Museum sponsored a symposium about their history and their place in American popular culture. Scholars lectured about several real-life Ranger heroes, and one talked about movie and TV Rangers, who, after all, are responsible for much of the Rangers’ fame.

The first Ranger movie was made in 1910, a silent film called Ranger’s Romance. Since then, dozens have appeared. Some are classy productions with big stars. Others are B-movie shoot-’em-ups such as Rough Riding Ranger and Ride, Ranger, Ride. The museum has thirty-five Ranger films in its archives.

Rangers were heroes of radio, too. “Return with us now to those thrilling days of yesteryear!” an announcer boomed in 1933. “From out of the past come the thundering hoofbeats of the great horse Silver! The Lone Ranger rides again!” Twenty years later, the masked man—sole survivor of a Ranger company ambushed by the cowardly Butch Cavendish gang—still roamed the audio waves with his loyal Indian sidekick, Tonto. Then he switched to video, where still he’s spotted from time to time.

Joel McCrea played Ranger Jace Pearson on another fifties radio show called Tales of the Texas Rangers, based on real cases from Ranger files. M.T “Lone Wolf” Gonzaullas, the famous captain of Company B in Dallas, was the show’s technical adviser.

The Walker TV show, filmed in and around Dallas, has been shown on CBS since 1993 and is seen in nineteen countries.

Texas Rangers are the heroes of hundreds of Western novels and stories. Walter Prescott Webb’s classic history The Texas Rangers : A Century of Frontier Defense has been in print for more than sixty years. Ranger biographies and autobiographies, some of them written almost one hundred years ago, still sell well.

“The popular appeal of the Rangers is staggering,” says Mr. Johnson. “People from all over the world come into the museum, and they all know about the Rangers. The other day, a member of the Russian parliament was here. He pulled out a picture of his kid in Moscow, dressed like a Texas Ranger.”

But many of the visitors think the Rangers were heroes of a mythic past, like the Knights of the Round Table. They’re surprised to learn they’re still with us.

So are some Texans. Sergeant Lee Young of Company B, stationed in McKinney, tells of a time he and a couple of colleagues were having lunch at a Dallas restaurant: “A guy at another table kept glancing at us. Finally he got up and came over. He said, Are you guys really Texas Rangers?’ We said, ‘Yeah, we sure are.’ And he said, ‘I thought you were all dead. I thought you went out with the Old West.’”

From time to time during the Rangers’ turbulent history, groups of angry Texans have called for their abolition as relics of a barbaric frontier era. Their image sometimes has suffered through political ups and downs, charges of racial oppression, incidents of corruption and pure meanness, and accusations of excessive machismo and sexual discrimination.

But the Rangers are likely to be around for a long time. Texas law authorizes the Department of Public Safety to do away with the Highway Patrol, the Drivers License Division, the Narcotics Division, or any other part of itself that it considers no longer necessary.

Except the Texas Rangers.

“It would be hard to imagine Texas without the Rangers,” says Mr. Johnson.
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John Tumlinson was killed on July 6, 1823, by a Karankawa Indian. He was the first Ranger to die in the line of duty. On January 22, 1987, Sergeant Stan Guffey was shot while helping another Ranger rescue a kidnapped child from a murderer. He was the most recent.

Rangers Tumlinson and Guffey lived in different centuries and different cultures and were doing different kinds of jobs. When Tumlinson served, Texas was still part of Mexico. He had responded to a call from Stephen F. Austin for “ten men to act as rangers for the common defense” of his infant colony, the first Anglo settlement in Texas. During Indian troubles, the volunteers—most of them teenagers—“ranged” the colony, protecting beleaguered settlers. When the Indian threat was over, they returned to their farms and families.

In 1835 the provisional government of revolutionary Texas created a more official “Corps of Rangers” to defend the frontier. Most of them later served as scouts for Sam Houston’s army. During the years of the Republic, the Rangers were the frontier’s only defense force.

When Texas joined the Union and war broke out between the United States and Mexico, the Rangers joined in. The commander of the American army, General Zachary Taylor, despised them for their bushy beards, barbaric dress, and lack of discipline. The Rangers kept marauding ahead of the regular troops, attacking villages and taking scalps in the manner of their home enemy, the Comanches. The Mexicans called the Rangers los diablos Tejanos—the Texan devils.

During the Civil War, the Rangers served in the Confederate forces. After the war, federal troops took over the fight against the Indians, and the Reconstruction government created a highly political State Police. For almost a decade, Texas had no Rangers.

When Reconstruction ended and the State Police were disbanded, a plague of feuds and banditry raged across the state. The legislature created two Ranger forces to bring order out of the chaos. The Special Force was to tame the Nueces Strip, the land between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande, which some Mexicans still considered part of their country. The Frontier Battalion was to rid the state of outlaws.

The Special Force brought order to the Nueces Strip, but its methods created a racial bitterness between Hispanic citizens and the Rangers that still lingers in South Texas. It was the Frontier Battalion that made the Ranger the enduring white-hat hero and Texas symbol that the world would embrace. Its men roamed the state, putting down feuds, protecting black citizens from lynch mobs, tracking cattle thieves and fence-cutters, and pursuing robbers and murderers.

As the frontier faded away, so did the Frontier Battalion. But in 1901 the legislature turned the Rangers into a sort of state police force, authorizing four new companies to be chosen by their captains.
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