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In Flanders Fields


In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on row,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly
Scarce heard amid the guns below.


We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,
Loved and were loved, and now we lie
In Flanders fields.


Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing hands we throw
The torch; be yours to hold it high.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though poppies grow
In Flanders fields.


John McCrae











Introduction






EVERY SO OFTEN AN UNDISCOVERED MANUSCRIPT WILL TURN UP that gives delight to the reader-historian. Such is certainly the case with Horses Don’t Fly, Frederick Libby’s fascinating memoir of his early life, growing up on a western ranch, turning into a first-rate cowboy, and finally becoming an ace aviator in World War I with the Royal Flying Corps.


In self-effacing, utterly charming prose, Libby tells a straightforward story of being raised by his father and relatives after the death of his mother when he was four. He was born in 1892 in a small town on the Platte River in the Platte Valley of Colorado. Those were the last years of the Old West, and Libby’s vivid descriptions of it evoke the tones of Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn. He got into the usual boyhood “trouble,” fights, pranks, screw-ups, but from the time he was able to sit in the saddle it was apparent Frederick Libby was going to be one of the finest horsemen in the country. As a teenager his travels took him on the ranges, from Mexico to Arizona to the plains of Colorado where he spent an entire winter trapped alone in a tiny sod hut while one of the great blizzards in weather history killed thousands of cattle around him.


After that experience it was his passionate dream to go to Tahiti, but he never made it. He and a friend traveled to the Pacific Coast and worked their way northward until they found themselves in Calgary, Alberta, just as the First World War broke out. At the age of twenty-two he enlisted in the Canadian army, and was trained as a truck driver before shipping out to France and the pitiless fighting on the Western Front. Soon he discovered that the British Royal Flying Corps was looking for “observers” to fly in their primitive two-seater fighter planes. An observer, in their parlance, was actually a machine gunner, and, his first day in the air and second time firing a machine gun, Libby downed a German plane. He was soon commissioned an officer and not long afterward was made a pilot. Captain Libby quickly distinguished himself and was ultimately decorated with the Military Cross by the king of England at Buckingham Palace, a rare honor indeed, especially for an American. With delightful insight, Libby captures the panorama of the war years, the battles in the air, life in London on leave, the loss of friends, and his triumphant return to America where his tattered American flag streamers were auctioned off at Carnegie Hall before a crowd of thousands for a staggering sum at a Liberty Loan drive.


What is so striking about this story is that, despite Libby’s persistent understatement of his own achievements, he was the real thing; every piece of the tale squares with the record, including his being officially credited with shooting down fourteen German airplanes, and by some accounts twenty-four, ten as an observer and fourteen as a pilot. Horses Don’t Fly is not only an important piece of previously unpublished history, it is a gripping and uplifting story to read.


Winston Groom











Preface






After much persuasion by my friends, I have written this book, covering the first twenty-six years of my life. Horses Don’t Fly is in no way fiction. The things recorded here are events that happened during that period of time and are noted down from memory in the sequence in which they occurred. The book is written from my heart. All events are true and described to the best of my ability and memory as to time and place. My sincere wish is that those who read these pages will enjoy them as much as I did in the writing.


Captain Frederick Libby, M. C.







[image: ]




[image: ]










1


Sunrise






I began life with an awful tragedy. Mother left us shortly before my fourth birthday. Where she had gone or for how long, no one told me and I didn’t know. There was a house full of people, some patting me on the head saying “What a big man.” But I wasn’t. This was in 1896. I was only a little boy.


There were strange women trying to hold me on their laps with no success. I was conscious of something wrong. Just what, I was too young to understand.


The fact that Mother had died of quick consumption came to me in the days that followed, sort of piecemeal. Someone seeing me for the first time would remark, “Why, he looks just like his mother.” Then I remember hearing Father say, “When a boy loses his mother he has lost everything, because it is the mother that keeps a family together and makes a home.” It finally dawned on me that Mama was gone forever. While this was terrible for me, it must have been doubly hard for Father. Mother’s death left only four of us, Father, my sister Minnie, Brother Bud and myself. Minnie, who was thirteen years older than I, was sent east to live with an aunt, leaving the three of us together.


Thank God for Father. He turned down all the aunts and uncles who were bent on taking me to raise, saying we would fight it out together, and when they insisted that I needed a woman to look after me, I was so young, Father replied, “I will take care of that.” And he did. Coming to live with us and take care of everyone was Sally, a colored lady. To me, she was an angel. She looked after me, baked cookies, cakes, fresh bread, and right or wrong was always on my side. This Father pretended was wrong, but he liked it very much, because he was keeping the three of us together and could give the back of his hand to all the doubting aunts and uncles.


Two events awakened me to life after the death of Mother. On my sixth birthday when I started to school, Father gave me a pony, saddle, bridle and the whole works. My riding before had always been on the back of one of Bud’s horses, with him leading and me hanging on. This pony was my first of my very own, and with this little monster, named Slowpoke, I started my career with horses.


Slowpoke and I were about the same age, but there the similarity ended. For this little guy had forgotten more about boys than I would ever know. There were times when he humored me by doing everything perfect. He would let me ride him everywhere like we were real pals. Then all of a sudden he would decide the ground was the best place for me. With a few well placed jumps, there I would be, walking home, with him just ahead dragging the reins — so far and yet so near. Boy, I could kill him.


Our home was on the edge of a small cowtown in Colorado, named Sterling, near the Platte River in the Platte Valley. Here no one could be a stranger for long. Everyone spoke to each other whether they had met before or not. Here I learned that cowmen are the kindest and friendliest people on earth.


On both sides of the river for miles and miles in every direction cattle and horses grazed without interference, except immediately along the river where there were many farms raising hay and grain. It was a real cow country for real cowmen. A place to be happy about.


Father and Brother had cattle and horses. At the home ranch some thirty miles from town there was a large pasture for horses, while the cattle roamed the range. Here I liked to spend my vacation, or any time I could, watching Brother Bud break horses to ride. I looked forward to the time I could do the things he was doing, only I was growing too slowly and time was passing slower. Every time I returned to our house in town after watching Bud front-foot some horses, I would try this on my pony, Slowpoke. He was a total loss. He would run about twice then stand still with his little rump facing me. To rope him was impossible.


We had our final battle just before I was eight years old. He stepped on my foot and walked over me, knocking me flat. To say that I was wild would be putting it mildly. Looking for something to work him over with, I found my ball bat in the back yard. With the small bat in one hand, limping and crying tears of anger, I chased him around the corral, trying to get close enough to conk him back of the ear, calling him a ——— so and so, when my brother showed on the scene. “My God, Pard. Such language! Your Sunday school teacher wouldn’t like that. And what do you think would happen if Father could hear that kind of talk? What did you do to Slowpoke or what were you trying to do?” I explained I was only trying to play elephant like they do in the circus — you know, where the elephant throws the man up on his back with his trunk. “I was only trying to teach him to throw me up with his head, but he is so dumb he walked all over me and stepped on my foot.”


“Pard, by now you know an elephant he is not, even if he does act like one at times. I am going to give you two Indian ponies I just bought, and you’ll need a new saddle as you’ve outgrown Slowpoke and your saddle. I think we should give Slowpoke and your saddle to our banker’s little girl. You need something with more life if you are to learn to be a rider. These new ponies are fast and tough and will stand no foolishness. If you learn to ride them, you’ll be plenty good. By the time you’re ten, I may have a real cowboy for a brother.”


With these two characters, a sorrel named Kid and a dark bay named Shoefly, life really became interesting. Where Slowpoke was short and squatty, these beautiful babies were slim and sleek and moved with the ease of a cat on a hot stove. Along with my two close pals, the King brothers, Willard and Earl, I roamed the prairies near our house, where we roped wild burros and were always busy. We were in the same class at school and wore the same kind of clothes — cowboy boots and long pants. The others, sissies, wore knee pants and shoes. The King boys’ daddy was in the cattle business. As we were all going to be cowpunchers, we were always together. Where there was trouble, we would go down together.


One day our grocery boy was making a delivery. He drove a horse and wagon which had a canvas top to keep the groceries dry. All Father or Bud had to do was leave orders at the store and they would be delivered, a convenience that left Sally no worries. The horse was a nice gentle plug that was used to the route. He would simply pull up in front of the house and then stand still like he was dead, while the man ran around back with the groceries.


This day the three of us were just getting home from school. Coming to the front where the half asleep horse was standing, Earl said, “Let’s have some fun. I’m going to wake Old Dobbin up.” With that, he extracted a small vial from his pocket and quickly dashed a few drops on the plug’s hind end. What was in the vial, I didn’t know. It looked like water, but water it was not, for the old boy threw up his head, surprised like, then began to wiggle his behind like he had the itch, then gave one hell of a jump and hit for the prairie, with the wagon bouncing every which way, and groceries going in every direction. About this time the most excited man in our town came around the corner of our house to see his grocery wagon upset and his horse traveling like a wild bull in fly time. Me, I was as surprised as the groceryman, as this was my first experience with Hoky Pokie. The liquid, applied properly, will bring the deadest creature that has hair to life with a bang for a short time, but has no lasting effect on the animal, only makes him wonder what in the world happened.


Had I known what it was all about, I would have had Earl sprinkle some on the guy’s tail so he could catch his horse, but I was dumb and just stood there while the King boys, all of a sudden, had to go home.


Had Sally not come to my rescue, the guy probably would have scalped me — he was mad enough. But he accepted Sally’s explanation that his old horse was stung by a bee, and I made my escape to the back of the house.


The next day Earl’s father paid the store for its loss in groceries and repair of the wagon. But the horse was never the same. At our house, he would never stand and wait but always had to be tied, even for a minute. Earl and Willard were a couple of swell guys. They could have left me holding the sack, but they told their mother, who could handle their father, and that made everything dandy.


Alone or with this pair, there was never a dull moment. We were all trying to grow up too fast and do the things that men did, like the day I climbed on a chair and helped myself to a fair portion of Father’s tonic, which was in a decanter high on the cupboard. It had a horrible smell, but Father seemed to enjoy it so much before supper, I knew I needed some. I only poured about half the amount Father usually poured into a water glass. If I didn’t like it, there wouldn’t be much loss. Settling down in his big chair, I took a gulp and swallowed real quick. Then the smell, the burn, the choke. I could hardly breathe when Sally came in. “Boy, what did you do?” She didn’t need to ask. The smell was enough. With my “Oh Sally, I think I am going to be sick,” she promptly gave me her apron. I didn’t quite die, but almost. It was many a year before I could stand the smell of whiskey.


Once my Uncle Sam came to visit us for a few weeks. He was my mother’s brother and my favorite uncle. In fact, my favorite over everyone except Father and Brother Bud. He always enjoyed life so much. After each meal, he would take a plug of chewing tobacco out of his pocket and bite off a big chew. This didn’t smell bad like whiskey but was pretty and brown like the crust of Sally’s pies. Boy, did I want to try this! Whether by accident or on purpose, Uncle Sam left the plug on the dining room table. This was all that was needed. Grabbing myself a large mouthful, chewing fast and furious, I got a mouthful of juice, which I swallowed. Down went the chew with the next swallow and up came everything I had ever eaten, plus my stomach. I broke out in a terrible sweat and was so dizzy I couldn’t walk. If chewing tobacco makes a man, I knew that I would never make it. And chew tobacco I never have.
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An Antelope, a Rope
and a Small Boy






Sunday morning. We have just had breakfast. One week from tomorrow school will be out, so I can go to our home ranch for the summer. With me there is always something different. Father has promised a new saddle for my tenth birthday, in July, only a short time away. Brother Bud has ordered me a new custom-made pair of cowboy boots, just like he wears, black and tan with the small heel. My measurements and order have been sent to Mr. Hier in Kansas City. With my big Stetson hat, long pants stuck down in the boots and a special belt with a silver buckle to hold my pants up, I’ll look just like my brother, only he is twelve years my senior. To be just like him, to rope and ride as he does, will be something. I practice hard with the rope. I can spin and do fancy tricks now, but Bud says that is only for show. To front-foot and rope from your horse is what makes a good cowhand. He is the best.


The new saddle is not going to be a boy’s saddle. It will be a full-sized man’s, the kind bronco riders use.


This morning at breakfast I lost my final battle with Father. It wasn’t much of a battle, with what I have coming up soon, a birthday and summer vacation. I know when to quit and did.


Last week one of my aunts in the East sent me a waist which she made. Father thinks it is very beautiful, but it makes me sick to look at the thing. It is white with a great big collar with lace all around the edge and sleeves with lace cuffs that fold back over the end of your coat sleeves. Up the front are two rows of lace. The bottom of the waist ties around your middle, and it doesn’t stick down in your britches like a man’s shirt. This affair you wear over the suspenders that keep your pants up. It is horrible looking, and I am much too old for this kind of junk. Today I am to wear it to Sunday school and then church. I have a new blue suit with knee pants. This I wouldn’t mind so much if I could wear a real shirt with a tail to tuck in my pants. With me in black shoes, black stockings, my new blue suit and the damn waist with a ribbon bow tie, the kids are going to make it plenty tough. But Father won’t understand. He is the finest father I know and usually easy to handle, but after my attempt at breakfast, I know I’m sunk. He says I will look just like little Lord Fauntleroy, whoever he is, and all the little girls will be after me. Them I can do without. They smell terrible, all perfume and stuff. Horses smell better. Bud says girls will smell better as I get older, but he is always kidding. There is one thing I know: I’ll never let my ponies see me. I wouldn’t be caught dead in the stable in this outfit, and if some kid pulls the lace I won’t even sock him. My big brother and Sally, who runs the place and is my good friend (who even Father doesn’t sass), are always on my side. But this time, they have given me no help. They have just looked at each other, grinned and kept still like a couple of dumb clucks.


The time to dress is approaching, so up the back stairs from the kitchen to my room I go. From my back window I can see our big back yard with a board sidewalk running from our kitchen door to the stable. Our home is at the very edge of town and sits high on a terrace. It is a three-story frame building painted white with green trimmings, as are the stable, corrals and a picket fence that stands at the foot of the terrace on both sides and in front of the house. At the front and back of the house are large lawns with beautiful green grass sloping down to the picket fence. There is only one eyesore, the boardwalk to the stable. Several boards are broken, heads of many nails stick up, and Father is always going to have them removed but never does. I look out my window to the stable where Bud’s two cow ponies and Father’s two fancy horses are quartered and to the corral where my two ponies are munching hay I’m pretty proud of the whole affair, especially the three people downstairs. It is nine now and Sunday school starts at ten. Then church, where I am supposed to sing with the choir. Maybe something will happen before that.


Taking my time dressing, I am thinking of my new boots and saddle to come, along with my summer vacation. So if I get by today, life will be pretty good. Looking myself over in the mirror, big white collar on the outside of my coat collar, white lace cuffs over the ends of my sleeves, I am an awful sight.


Everything is ready, except Sally to brush my hair and put on the black ribbon tie, when I take a last look out the window. Here is something to gladden the heart of any small boy On our lawn, eating our wonderful green grass, are five of the prettiest antelope I have ever seen. They evidently have just landed, because when I looked out the window before, they were not there.


Three of this bunch I have seen before, the two little guys are new. The three largest ones were here in the winter looking for food on a day when there was a big blizzard. Sally fed them some potato peelings and Bud put out some hay on top of the snow. Then they were very thin and didn’t look good, but today they are fat and beautiful, with their big bunch of white hair for a tail and their slick coat. They are a sight to see. This is the only time I ever saw antelope this close to town in the summer. In the winter they are a common sight, especially around our house at the edge of town where they seem to know they’re welcome. Today, these babies must have been just traveling and spotted our nice green grass. I start to call my family to see the sight, when I have a better idea. Gone is any thought of Sunday school, my blue suit, or future plans. I have immediate business. Down the back stairs I go, through the kitchen and the front room where Bud is playing solitaire and Father is reading. All this without attracting undue attention, and I am out the front door, down the steps and out the front gate. The coast is clear. Ducking down so I won’t be seen, I run along the front and turn back to the stable, keeping well out of sight of my antelope until I reach the back of our corral. Here I slow up because it seems I have escaped safely from the house. My babies are still deep in grass.


Ignoring my ponies, I go through the stable to the front of the mangers where there is a runway between the manger and the door opening toward our house. Here hang three saddles, Father’s, Bud’s and mine. But what I am after is a dandy thirty-five-foot rope which Bud uses for front-footing. This is coiled up and hangs on the horn of his saddle. I remove it quickly. Looking out through a crack in the door, I spot my babies all happy with their heads in the grass, the largest of the five not ten feet from the door.


This is going to be perfect. If I can get my rope in position and open the door quietly but fast and get one shot. If I remember everything Bud has taught me. I will catch this guy, and will Father and Bud ever be proud of me! Clothes I have forgotten all about. Like I have been taught, I make a small loop for a quick throw, with the coil in my left hand, the loop in my right. I am about to open the door with my knee when I remember that, last month out to our ranch, I roped a wild horse going out a gate. I didn’t only lose the rope, I got my hands rope-burned. And worst of all, it was one of Bud’s best ropes and he spent a full day recovering it, which didn’t make him too happy. This time I will be safe. I tie the very end of the rope around my waist, leaving myself plenty to cast. Putting one of Bud’s gloves on my left hand, I leave my right hand free to cast my loop.


I am ready. All this has taken me practically no time. With one more look to see just where my prey is, I find everything to my liking. With a quick gentle push of my knee, the antelope and I are as one. My beautiful overhand loop has opened directly above and in front, so Mr. Antelope has no place to go. But go he does, straight up, turning in the air toward the wide open spaces.


This is possibly the first and only time a small boy has been attached to a jet-propelled antelope. This baby hits the end of the rope, jerking me straight up in the air and landing me on my belly, square on top of the broken part of Father’s boardwalk from which nail heads stick out everywhere. Mr. Antelope has barely cleared our picket fence, what with having me on the other end of the rope, and is flattened out. By the time I have unscrambled myself from the boards, he is on his feet again and away we go. One jerk and I am flat on my belly in the nice green grass, sliding across the lawn and down the terrace, where my head hits the bottom of the picket fence with a bang. I am not feeling so good. A shadow passes over the top of me and the fence, and I know I am being rescued by my long-suffering but faithful brother, who grabs the rope and, hand over hand, separates the loop from a surprised and very happy antelope. I have come to enough that I am trying to climb the terrace on my knees when Bud gives me a hand and unties the rope from around my waist.


Reality has returned. I am standing up wondering how soon Father will show up. The beautiful white shirt is no more. The big white collar is torn half off. Green grass covers the front of my shirt and suit. One stocking is down, the other is torn and there is a large rip in the pants leg. My head hurts like the dickens and my left eye feels like it is shutting. Worst of all, it is beginning to dawn on me that I haven’t gone to Sunday school. All of this has gone through my mind fast when Sally comes running out with “What has happened to my boy?” This is evidently too much for Bud and he starts to laugh and roll in the grass saying, “Sally, I told you he would make it. My God, Pard, you look terrible.” Then Sally starts laughing, only she doesn’t roll in the grass like Bud.


What I dreaded most is about to happen. Father is coming out the kitchen door. He takes one look at his bright young son. On his face is the funniest expression. His mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water. Finally he blurts out, “This is the first blue suit I have ever seen turn green so soon. What the hell happened?” Seeing the rope in Bud’s hand, he inquires, “My God, what could he possibly rope to do this in such a short space of time?” So Bud tells him. His mouth starts the old routine — open and close. He wipes his hand across his face several times, like he has lost his voice. Then he heads for the back door, making funny noises like he was choking. As he goes into the house he says, “Bud, I’ll make that deal of ours fifteen.”


Boy, am I glad he’s gone. I mention to Bud that Father didn’t say anything about church. This starts Bud and Sally off in more laughter, which to me is not a darn bit funny. “Pard, why did you tie that rope to your waist?” After I explain about not wanting to lose his rope, Bud exclaims, “To hell with the rope. Don’t ever do that again. I would rather lose all my ropes than lose my kid brother. And as for our father and church, I think you have convinced him that a minister you will never be. I don’t think he will ever mention today’s adventure, if you don’t.”


Sally pipes up, “Mention it? Did you see how hard he was trying not to laugh? I bet he will be down to that club where they all go, and everyone in town will know about that antelope.” To me Sally says, “Darling, I am going to take you in hand and bathe your cuts and do something for that eye, because it’s going to be a real shiner. And boy, you sure don’t have to go anywhere today.”


Bud says, “All right, Sally. You take care of our champion roper. I’m going to town. I can’t let Father have all the fun. I’ll make it fifteen.”


So I ask Bud for the meaning. It seems Father decided some time ago I wasn’t going to live too long. He promised Bud three of his best horses if he would keep me going until I am eighteen. Today he cut it down to fifteen. How do you like that?


My last week of school I am quite a hero with the black eye. Everyone seems to know about my friend, the antelope. The girls all giggle and look silly. The boys are all interested. Even our man teacher wants to know all about everything. My pals, the King boys, want to know what kind of a loop I used, and what did my father say, and would I teach them to throw the same kind of a loop. I agree to show them after school, but Willard has a little trouble with our lady teacher, so there can be no roping.


Teacher had Willard up in front of our class trying to read something aloud. This was very bad, as Willard stammers. When he’s excited, it’s awful. The words just don’t want to come out, and when they do, they come all of a sudden. She had Willard try to repeat the same thing over and over, each time getting worse. “I just can’t understand you, Willard,” she declared. By this time he is embarrassed and thinks she is having fun with him. He exclaims with an oath, “You, you, you thun of a vitch, see, see, see if you can unnerthtand that,” and socks her right in the belly. She folds up like a punctured accordion. The girls all scream, “He’s killed Teacher.” By the time our man teacher appears, Willard has ducked out through the hall taking his Stetson with him, then home to his pony and off to their ranch before his mother has a chance to find out what happened. I don’t see him again until after summer vacation.
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School and Sis, Wild Horses
and the Stinkenest Hog Wallow
in the World






Vacation is over. I have to go live with my sister Minnie, who is now married, and attend school. Father has to travel to Indian territory on business, and Sally is going home to her folks for the winter. I want to stay with Brother, but Father wants me to go to Sister Minnie. He is always worrying about me keeping my chest covered and my feet dry. You would think I was a little kid. I won’t see my home or my ponies or Sally for nine months. But Father says we will all be together again soon. Nuts, I bet the kids where I am going, in Sabetha, Kansas, are a bunch of sissies. Bud says they don’t have anything but milk cows. Who wants a milk cow? We always used canned cream, it’s better.


And so in the autumn of 1903 it is my first time to take a train trip by myself. To leave Father, Brother and Sally is sad. They are so good to me. Even the thrill of eating in the diner by myself and wearing my special cowboy clothes won’t make up for the loss I feel at leaving everyone and everything I love, but Father said it is best.


It helps some not having to carry a lot of clothes, just the cowboy clothes I’m wearing and Sunday clothes in a light suitcase. Father has sent my sister money to buy me a new outfit for school. Bud is going to take me to the train in Father’s buggy. So I say goodbye to my ponies and Sally as Father takes my suitcase to the buggy. He seems to be in a hurry and there are tears in his eyes when he tells me goodbye, take care of yourself and Sister Minnie and be sure and write. If I ever wanted to cry, this is the time. Having Brother Bud to talk to real fast is all that saves me from being a baby. Brother puts me on the train in a nice big chair, gives me my ticket, promising to take care of my new saddle and ponies. He assures me that everything in my room will be kept just as I left it and that he will look after Father. Just how is something beyond me, as Father is going to Indian territory. With the train beginning to move, we shake hands. Bud gives me a friendly pat on the head and is gone. Oh God, why do I have to go to my sister? I don’t even remember her. If it weren’t for hurting Father and Bud, I would get off at the first stop and rustle for myself.


My sister is at the station to meet me, where she makes a show of herself mushing all over me, then to a horse and buggy owned by a friend, where she introduces me as her baby brother. This is bad enough, but when she says to her friend Marjorie, “Father, you know, doesn’t have any idea how to dress a boy. . . . Those horrible clothes will be discarded for real boys’ clothes,” I want to sock someone. But what can a fellow do with a dumb sister? My first day and night with Sis are terrible. I inspect the yard, both front and back. Not one horse in sight. My beautiful cowboy clothes and fancy boots are in the closet. I won’t be able to show them to any of the kids. The damned knee pants with shoes are to be worn even to school.


My room is a little place upstairs, which I don’t mind so much, only there is nothing to see from the window except houses. I am lonesome and lost. All I can think of is how sad Father looked when he told me goodbye and Brother Bud’s last remark of how “Father wants you to have a good education and then we will have a lot of good times, so try and put up with Sis until next spring when you will be home for vacation.”


Here in a big bed where no one could see or hear me, I cried myself to sleep, which wasn’t being a man like Bud had always taught me. I didn’t even cry when the antelope almost killed me, but this was different. I was only a small boy of eleven and so alone and lonesome.


It was inevitable that Sis and I would have one real row, which came, of all things, about my hair. There was one spot that grew straight up and stayed that way. So Sally used to just brush around and everything was all right, but Sis said I had a cowlick. This was news to me, as a cowlick was where we put out salt for range cattle to lick. Where she found out about a cowlick, I don’t know. So her idea was to wet my hair all over, then split it in the middle and brush down the sides. She wanted to make an impression on my new teachers, whom I was to meet on my first day of school.


I looked just like a fat baby’s bottom. This was our first and only battle, but from then on she left my hair alone.


School wasn’t bad the first day. Sis went with me. After that, I was on my own. I saw one boy looking me over the first day. I learned he was the school bully. The third day he knocked one of my front teeth out. It wasn’t all one-sided, because when a teacher pulled us apart, I was on top polishing his nose with my fist and he didn’t look so good. Sister’s new clothes were in bad shape with blood, mostly mine. The professor looked us over, trying to decide who was the worst, and said, “Do you fellows want to shake hands or shall I take you both on?” We shook hands and went to my house to see my beautiful boots. How many kids I took upstairs to see those boots I don’t know, but if my pony and saddle had been up there, Sis would have really gone nuts.


The winter has passed, spring is with us and school is about out. Sister Minnie is going to have a baby. She looks like she swallowed a watermelon and is as cranky as an old hen about to hatch. She will peck at anything, and her poor husband catches the dickens from all angles. I’m hoping Father or Bud will send for me soon. To get home is all I ask.


One night when I come home late from school, Sis meets me at the door with “Why are you so late? Bud has been here two hours waiting for you.” My heart sank. But her next words did it. “Bud has gone to the stockyards and won’t be back. He said if you came home in time, to go to the yards, where he has several cars of horses to feed and water which he’s taking to Indian territory. If you get there in time, he’ll take you with him.”


This is all I need, all I have been living for. Grabbing a fast drink of water, I am out the door when I remember my manners and say my goodbyes almost on the run, leaving her bawling. I have no time for this foolishness. On a high trot, I start for the stockyards, which are over three miles from our house on the other side of town.


Taking the center of the road to avoid anyone on the sidewalk, I never slow up until in sight of the stockyards, where I can see a long freight train in the yard with a caboose on the end. Nearest me and close to the loading rack are several empty cars. All signs indicate that Bud has started to load and that I am in plenty of time.


Life is good. I’m back with my pal. All I have to do is find him, which is a cinch because he’ll be somewhere around the loading chute. And there I do find him and inundate him with a few thousand questions such as “Where is Father, where is Sally, do you have my ponies and saddle and where are we going?” The guy doesn’t have a chance to talk. He’s just as glad as I am, so everything is swell.


“Father is fine, we’re going to meet him day after tomorrow. It’s time to load out, we’ll talk on the caboose, here comes the switch engine to spot our first car. You work the fence like always, and I’ll cut the first load into the chute.”


Bud’s words were like music to my ears, and loading was easy as pie. Bud had only some eight cars of horses, all wild except five saddle horses for his own use. My ponies and saddle he left home, explaining he would get me an outfit in the territory where we were going.


After loading, we went over to the caboose while the switch engine hooked our horses onto the front end of the train. From the upper windows of the caboose you could look along the entire length of the train. Bud had bought a couple of pies, a flock of sandwiches and some soda pop for me, because he figured I would make it. If I didn’t, he could throw the pop away. Boy, was it good to be with him, on a big, long train going someplace new. Bud said it was plenty tough there. What difference? I was with my family.


We arrived at Minco Indian Territory early in the morning, about two o’clock. By the time the switch engine got around to spot our cars to unload, it was about three o’clock. Unloading would be easy, as the minute the door was open and one horse came out, the rest would follow fast. I’m in heaven and having a wonderful time. When we climb up to the unloading platform, Bud says, “Pard, climb up on that walk and see that all back gates are fastened good, because if this bunch of wild horses should get away, we will never get them. Just be careful, it’s dark as hell.” Doing something I have done many times before, I run down the walk to the runway. I have to climb down, cross the runway, climb up, then down on the other side of the fence and examine the outside gate. This would be fine, only it’s dark and I’m in a hurry to get back to Bud before the horses start out of their cars. So where I should have climbed down, I jump off into space, expecting solid ground. Instead, I land in the middle of the stinkenest and deepest hog wallow in the whole world, I guess. That particular section of the stockyard was reserved for hogs, and me, I’m in the middle of it.


How long I yell, I don’t know, but Bud and one of the brakemen pull me out in nothing flat. Having fallen forward when I finally quit going down, I am well muddied up almost to my shoulders. After fishing me out and finding I am not hurt, just my feelings, Bud says, “Damned if everything don’t happen to you in the spring. Just like a rose only you stink like hell. Boy, you are overripe. Come on, I’ll get you some sticks to scrape with while we unload these horses.”


After unloading, we climb in an empty furniture car in back of our horses, where Bud puts his bed roll and traveling bag, saying, “We can’t get you any clothes until morning, so you scrape while I take a nap. You have got to be clean enough that I can get you into a barber shop bath. I’ll bury what you have on and buy some new. As you are now, someone might try to bury you. Where the hell are your good clothes I bought you, and where are your boots?” I explain Sis didn’t like cowboy clothes and had never let me wear them, and I was in such a rush to catch the train I forgot all about them. He says, “We’ll have her send them on by express. She should see the lovely ones you are wearing today. She would turn over and die. Damn the pigs, why couldn’t you fall in a barrel of perfume or something that don’t smell so bad? God, Father will really laugh when he hears about this. Stay with it, Pard. By daylight I will feel better and you won’t smell so bad.” Then he goes to sleep.


By eight o’clock I have removed the worst and have cleaned my shoes the best that I could with some waste the brakie gave me. But the smell is still there, only not quite so bad, or I have gotten used to it. Bud wakes up. Cussing the railroad, he says, “It always happens. They never get anywhere in the daytime where you can unload without using a lantern. Let’s go to town and see if we can rustle some food, a bath and clothes. You carry my hand bag, I’ll carry the sleeping bag. My saddle I expressed before I left home.”


Minco has one small main street, with a couple of general stores which are just opening. The barber shop will open in a few minutes. At least that was what the colored boy says, and pointing to me he asks what is the matter with that boy. “Is he sick?” This tickles my brother. “Yes, he’s sick. Don’t he smell sorta bad?”


“Boss, he sure do. He’s dead.”


The next remark of my brother’s damned near kills me. Turning to the boy, he says, “Son, do you know where there is a blind pig?” Me, I’ve been fighting the dirty end of a pig all night, and now he wants a blind pig? But the boy quickly responds, “Sure, Boss, all you do is go to the back of that house, stick your five dollars through the slot and your package will be pushed out a little chute to the side. Come on, I’ll show you.”


“Come on, Pard, you smell too bad to leave alone. Someone might cover you over with dirt while I’m gone.”


What comes out is a pint of whiskey. What a blind pig has to do with whiskey, I don’t know. I am hungry, tired and awfully dirty. So on to the barber shop bath where Bud explains my trouble to the boss. Into the bath while Bud finds a place to lose my clothes. He buys me new ones and I begin to feel better and hope Father won’t think I am too stupid. After the bath, I don the new clothes, which fit except the trousers are too long. We stick them down in my new boots, which aren’t bad although not nearly as nice as the ones Bud had made for me. We really enjoy a good breakfast.


If I had any fear of Father being upset over the pig business, it was quickly forgotten when we met, for he seemed so glad to see me. I knew everything was good, we were all together.


Indian territory was a new country, with people from everywhere settling on the land, trying to make a living from the soil. They grew cotton, corn and any crop that could be raised by rainfall and no irrigation. Father had a beautiful piece of land, also a large horse pasture he rented. He had it completely fenced with barbed wire to hold the wild horses, which he and Bud sold to the settlers almost as fast as they could ship them in from Colorado. Bud said he never had it so good. He would sell out a shipment of horses, then go back to Colorado for more, none of which he had to pay for until sold. All he and Father were stuck for was the freight and shipping expense. The JB brand was owned by one of Bud’s best friends, who had more horses than money. He trusted my brother to pay when the horses were sold. As Father said, one hell of an arrangement for everybody.


True to his promise, Bud bought me a saddle and horse for my very own. He didn’t want to ship my ponies from Colorado to Indian territory. My saddle was out to our home ranch for safekeeping until I returned, which Father said would be in the fall. No more Sister Minnie for me.


With that one worry out of my mind, I had a swell time doing the things I liked best, traveling with Bud and on my new horse, which was bigger and faster than either of my ponies. With Bud’s help and advice, I was getting to be perfect with the rope and very seldom missed when front-footing in the corral. A compliment from Father or Bud meant more to me than money. I didn’t even mind learning to cook, as the three of us were batching. It’s fun if you don’t have to, but grows very tiresome when necessary. Doing dishes was the worst. Father solved the problem in a hurry. “Just throw them in a deep pan, pour boiling water over and leave them to dry.” The only thing wrong with this was, if they didn’t drain good, they would rust, as everything was tin. But that was better than wiping them with a rag. If too much rust, throw them away.


The two largest towns near us were Anadarko and Okmulgee. Minco, where we unloaded our horses, had the nearest yards for shipping. It was just a small place, but one I’ll never forget, especially the hog wallow. The folks who were trying to farm were a kind people, working hard and hoping for the best. Some had a little money, others were broke after building some kind of a place to live in, which often was just a hole in the side of a bank with some kind of a roof. It was called a dugout but was always clean, with the walls scraped down even and the floor being just the ground, but packed solid and firm.


Regardless of how poor the settlers were, we were always asked to stop and eat, even if only corn pone and sorghum. Many of these people Bud let have horses without any money, taking their note for a year until they could raise a crop. He would even help break them to harness if the farmer was too helpless, because all of these horses were wild and they often needed help. Father’s prediction that the Indian territory would soon be a state was very true, for in a very few years, in 1907, Oklahoma came into being and more than justified those who had faith in its future.


Something is going on which I don’t understand. Father has been talking to strange men. One day he says, “Son, we’re ready to go home. I’ve sold the whole works and, Bud, we have quite a bit of paper floating around here which we’ll put in a bank for collecting when due. You can come here in the spring with more horses or, if you think the market is shot, just come back on a visit, because some people won’t be able to pay and we don’t want the banker to press for payment.”


Having been away from home for over a year, I am thrilled to death. Even if you are a boy, the King boys and my man teacher, Mr. Young, who I liked very much, and all the nice people in town will speak. Life is awfully good.
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My First Big Battle






Home with Father, Bud, Sally and my ponies, I am in heaven. Even school doesn’t give me any worry. I will be with the King boys, old Bean Soup, Dago and all my gang without Sis to mess with my clothes or hair, and everyone in town is my friend. I am about to bust with pride.


First day of school, 1904, is same old routine. New books, etc., except something has been added. We have a new boy in our grade. His father is a railroad man, and they are from Chicago. It seems this kid doesn’t like anyone and is bound to be boss of the roost, a real tough guy. So, at recess in the afternoon, my gang gets together and who do you think is elected to battle the new boy? Me! Just me, such an honor. I’m not a bit happy with the prospects. In the first place he’s bigger, and I am not mad at him or anyone else and have never had to fight but once, because everyone has been my friend. I have always done as Brother Bud said, help the little fellow, pick on no one, but let nobody push you around. And up to now, I have been doing well. Now I’m in an awful spot. No brother to advise. I’m on my own with just the kids to cheer me on. The do-or-die contest is to be back of the livery stable after school, and I don’t feel like fighting. I’d rather go home to my ponies. Suddenly I remember the boy in Sabetha, Kansas, who jumped me on my third day of school, and I remember he didn’t do so well and became one of my best friends. This waiting business is not for me. I like to do whatever there is to do, whether good or bad. I like action without waiting, so the rest of our afternoon was of no interest to me.


When three-thirty arrived, we headed for the bloody battleground. Sure, the affair was pretty bloody — but with my blood. This guy had been trained to box. No wonder he was so cocky. He hit me, I hit the ground. I took a beautiful plastering, but I did succeed in blackening one of his eyes and separating him from his shirt. And at least he never made me say “enough,” although I’d had enough before we started but was too stubborn to say so. The affair ended because we were both completely finished. Evidently he didn’t have strength enough to hit me again and I wouldn’t play dead, so we parted with my gang in much glee. Why shouldn’t they be? None of them has a bloody nose or a swollen cheek, and their clothes are all together, while mine are a mess of blood, dirt and tears. I am in rags.


And now the worst is to come. This is my first day of school and Father and Sally are home. Sally, I don’t mind. But to face Father in my condition is not good. While Father has seen me in pretty tough shape, he has never seen his young son worked over by another boy. This I know he won’t like. But he can’t feel half as bad as I do, so home for more medicine. Boy, I only hope Bud is there. He always knows the answers.


In the back way through the stable, then the kitchen where I hope to see Sally or Bud, but no such luck. Father is in the kitchen mixing up some of his favorite tonic. His first words are “Oh my God, it can’t be. Where is your brother, where’s Sally?” As I have just arrived, I know none of the answers, but answers Father must have, so to the living room we go, where my parent makes himself very comfortable while I tell him the facts of life.


Father is a swell listener. He waits until the end, then he surprises the pants off of me when he asks: “Hasn’t Bud ever given you any boxing lessons?” When he learns I haven’t even had a boxing glove on, he almost explodes. “No wonder, Son, you took a licking. Did you do it like a man? And what about the other fellow?” After my gruesome rundown, Father says, “Son, I have some news for you. The next kid you fight will be sorry he jumped you, because your brother is quite a boy with a boxing glove. Why the hell he hasn’t taught you before, I don’t know. The idea of letting you grow up without any training is something I want to know about. Go upstairs and clean up while I find something to put on that skinned cheekbone. Sally will be home soon and everything will be all right. And Son, I think you did damn well. I’m right proud of you. I just don’t want you beat up without a chance, and believe me, after Bud is through with you, things will be different.”


I only hope Bud doesn’t come home early. I don’t want him blamed because I get skinned up. And right now Father is mad as a wet hen. If Bud is late, my honorable parent will have time to cool off. My poor brother and Sally always are blamed if I get in a mess. It makes no difference where they are. Sally comes home and takes over, fixing up my skinned cheekbone and skinned knee. As for the nose, it’s swollen, which doesn’t add to my beauty, and when I think of school tomorrow I don’t feel so good. But I’m hungry. It hasn’t spoiled my appetite, and here is my big brother with his usual cheerful greeting for everyone: “How’s my family?”


Father starts with: “Take a good look at your young brother.” But Bud beats him to the answer. “I know all about the fight. I just came from town, and Dago says it was a peach of a scrap and your young son sent the new boy, who is bigger and older, home crying. Pard, let me look at you and how do you feel? Tell me, where did he hit you most?” When I reply, “Everywhere except the bottom of my feet,” Father explodes as though it was funny. To me, none of the business was funny, but at least all Father says is, “Son, just keep your sense of humor, and Bud, it might be well to give your kid brother some training in the art of self-defense.” Bud promises he’ll start next week when he returns from the ranch. The only reason he hasn’t started before is I was always so busy learning the things I liked best, roping and riding, and me being only twelve — he hadn’t thought it was quite time. “Next week, we will start, but the first lesson I’m going to give you, Pard, is for tomorrow at school. Look the new kid up and offer to shake hands and be friends. If he doesn’t want to, go back to the livery stable again — soon. We shall see.”


With this, there is a rap on our front door, which Bud answers. And of all people, it’s Mike and his father. At Bud’s invitation to step in, the man introduces himself as Mr. Mason, saying they walked all the way across town to our place to apologize for Mike and for Mike to apologize to me. He told Father he had requested a transfer from the railroad to our town just to get away from Chicago, because Mike had gotten in with a tough crowd and was always fighting and always in trouble. While Mike was only thirteen, Mr. Mason wanted to bring up his son and three daughters in a good community, and the very first day in school Mike had started a fight. He knew because he made Mike tell him the truth. Also, this was the first fight Mike hadn’t won quick and easy, so his pride was hurt. He wanted to go back to Chicago.


Here my father takes over. He welcomes Mr. Mason, offers him a drink of his favorite tonic, which he accepts, and they get real friendly, which gives me a chance to look Mike over. I guess he looks just as bad as I do. He has a black eye and a swollen lip and must be awful tired, having walked all the way out to our home at the edge of town. I take Mike up to see my room and tell him about my ponies and our ranch. He is a nice kid and agrees to help me learn to box when Bud starts on me. And best of all, I don’t have to look him up in school and offer to be his friend. This little matter has been taken care of by his father, who I like very much. He can’t compare with my father, but he’s very nice and I like Mike.
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