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In memory of Walter Prescott Webb, and in honor of all educators who passed it forward




Listen to my story, make notes on my education, graduate record, and college career, and then be extremely careful to avoid following the example of one who has done nearly everything wrong.

Walter Prescott Webb Presidential address, American Historical Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, 1958
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Prologue

THE EDUCATION OF WALTER PRESCOTT WEBB

Michael L. Collins

Not often does a historian, or any writer for that matter, stumble across a buried treasure—pure gold, at least in a figurative sense. But in the summer of 2008, I had the good fortune to do just that. While digging into the papers of the late professor Walter Prescott Webb at the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History at the University of Texas in Austin, I opened a box labeled “Autobiography Materials.” I started to sift through the box. Dr. Webb liked to refer to such labor as “pick-and-shovel work.” I had long been aware of the existence of this unpublished manuscript, but little did I know at that moment I was about to unearth some truly remarkable nuggets. As I broke the surface and started to read and continued to read on, it became increasingly apparent to me that the narrative was so much more than what I expected to find—and what I expected was the stale chronicle of a stodgy, pedantic old professor’s life and academic career.

But I could not have been more wrong. There was nothing “stuffy” about this man’s story, which he composed while pecking away at a manual typewriter in 1942 and 1943. In wartime England Dr. Webb was serving as visiting Harmsworth Professor of American History at Oxford University at a time when the whole world seemed to be engulfed in flames. The fifty-five-year-old Webb was stationed on the war front, not as a soldier in uniform but as an American cultural ambassador to the United Kingdom, in service to country and cause just the same.

Webb had already earned his reputation—on both sides of the Atlantic—as a great thinker widely recognized for his groundbreaking contributions to historical scholarship. He was one of only a select few American historians of his generation, among them Samuel Eliot Morison and Henry Steele Commager, who would receive the same invitation to teach for one year at England’s oldest and most prestigious university.

“The Texan’s Story,” Webb titled his memoir as he began typing. Before reading this manuscript, I had thought that I knew a great deal about Walter Prescott Webb. As I made my way through the pages, however, I soon realized that I only knew the books he had written. And as it turned out, I did not even fully understand them either. I had read and reread his familiar volume, The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense, and had even joined a posse of historians trailing Webb, some putting his work in the crosshairs of criticism, particularly for its biased depiction of people of Mexican heritage as well as American Indians. Despite that fact, Webb’s history of the Rangers has never gone out of print, and even its critics acknowledge that few books have done more to shape the enduring Texan tribal myth—whether for better or worse.

To this day, my tattered copy of Webb’s classic work, The Great Plains, holds an honored place in my own library, the paperback resting on the shelf as a well-worn reminder of my early days in graduate studies at Texas Christian University. The book still bears the coffee stains, sweat marks, and scribbled notes in the margins from those late nights spent dissecting every page and passage and outlining every paragraph. Thumbing the book today, it looks as if I had approached it with the reverence and zeal of a seminarian studying the Holy Scriptures.

My familiarity with The Great Plains did not end there. I had long recognized that Webb had made his mark on American historiography by stretching Frederick Jackson Turner’s epic Frontier Thesis across the western prairies and explaining how Turner’s model did not fit the dry country of the Great Plains as well as it applied to the humid woodlands east of the Mississippi. I had also spent a career imparting to my students that, although the more recent scholarship of the New Western History had moved well beyond Webb’s work (in the process making room for women and minorities), modern environmental historians still owed a huge debt to the Texan, who had provided an invaluable map as to how the semiarid lands beyond the ninety-eighth meridian had changed those who settled it, and how they had changed the land. I had explained to them that Webb had pointed the way for those who would follow and explore the transformational impact of climate upon human institutions, laws, and technology. In sum, no student escaped my American West class or Great Plains graduate seminar without a thorough working knowledge of Webb’s thesis and its relation to Turner’s classic paradigm.

So in 2008, when I first held Webb’s 230-page typed autobiographical essay, I had already fashioned myself as something of an authority on the subject. But apparently, even though I had read Necah Stewart Furman’s 1976 biography of Webb many years earlier, I had only scratched the surface. Now, with this text in my hands, the man’s extraordinary life and legacy came more clearly into focus. I found in Webb’s own narrative a surprising treasure trove of folk wisdom and anecdotes adorned with so many brilliant gems scattered throughout. The more I chipped away, the more it dawned on me that this introspective memoir was more than a historical document. It was a masterful piece of literature—often humorous, even downright funny at times, always entertaining, on occasions riveting. Perhaps more than anything, this account of a modest man of humble origins who rose to national fame and international acclaim was nothing less than a truly inspirational story. Perhaps longtime University of Texas chancellor Harry Ransom described it best when he remarked that Webb’s life was much “more than the making of a great historian” and literary giant; it was a true-to-life “Horatio Alger Story.” And a most unlikely story at that.

Above all else, the narrative has all the elements of a good tale. A colorful cast of characters is led by a likable lad, the protagonist Walter, struggling against all odds to escape the daily drudgery of farm life in the “big empty” of West Texas. He is a mischievous boy whose misadventures and shenanigans seem at times to rival those of Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn; a child grieving the loss of his beloved dog and companion, only to learn from Bible-thumping backwoods theologians that the Lord did not allow dogs into heaven. Only a contentious and precocious kid would dare to quarrel with God over the subject of salvation. All the while, the sandy-haired farm boy dreams of the wide world that reaches beyond the horizon’s infinity as he watches dust clouds of cattle and cowboys heading north and gazes upon the Texas and Pacific locomotives churning toward distant destinations that he can only imagine.

Then enters the story of a thin dime that buys the child a magazine subscription, which in turn allows him to read and ponder life beyond the furrowed corn and cotton fields near his family’s clapboard farmhouse. Next, a letter from a mystery benefactor appears in the mail and, in it, encouragement and the offer of more magazines and books. Eventually more letters arrive, and even financial support that makes it possible for the young man to attend college and attain the education that he could only dream about—and what he dreams about is becoming a writer. Not until the young man’s third year at the University of Texas, after suffering through several English composition courses, does he give up hopes of becoming a novelist. Downtrodden and discouraged, he never expected that his mind and curiosity would be awakened by a flamboyant and eccentric, though brilliant, young professor who first sparks his interest in history, geography, and the interrelation between environmental forces and human institutions.

After graduation, marriage, and a brief but unfulfilling foray into the business world, the young Texan, like a drifter, is looking for some direction and purpose in life. Then another unexpected turn of fortune comes from a most unlikely source—an enigmatic spiritualist and palm reader who announces that she can foresee the young man’s future. In her vision, he is not covered in riches from oil royalties or financial investments but, instead, is surrounded with stacks of books and classrooms of students.

What greater drama could a reader expect? And this was only the first three chapters of the narrative! Over the years, I had seen a few fragments and scattered pieces of Webb’s memoir quoted in a handful of sources, but here it was now on a table in front of me, intact, although an unfinished self-portrait. Again, I knew that I was surely not the first prospector to take a spade to these papers and uncover the story of the man behind the legend. But I was equally convinced that Webb’s voice beckoned to be heard again, and that he still had much to teach our generation, not just about history but about our relationship to the land and to one another.

As I settled further into the manuscript, I was surprised at Webb’s refreshing honesty and candor, particularly his stunning admissions about lifelong insecurities. As a young man he may have escaped the mind-numbing monotony and grinding poverty of West Texas farm life, but he could never quite seem to dust off his lingering embarrassment at having humble beginnings, which left him with a nagging sense of inferiority, inadequacy, even unworthiness. His gnawing bitterness that others in the academic world saw him as something of a country bumpkin who didn’t belong at the high table of great scholars; his genuine desire for approval from his peers; his stalking fear of failure—all of these personal struggles shone through, from the first page to the last.

Not surprisingly, Webb’s memoir is marked by an economy of words. A laconic man by nature, he wrote in the same manner that he spoke—sparingly. But when he did, he marshaled words with maximum effect. His homespun style is real, not manufactured or imitated in any way. So are his most admirable traits—his humility and humanity; his caustic wit and plain, unpretentious wisdom; his disdain for what he liked to term “orthodoxy,” whether religious, intellectual, institutional, or otherwise; his dislike for dilettantes and rule-bound elitists in the academic world; his sardonic sense of the absurd, which rivaled that of his revered contemporary, humorist Will Rogers. Each is woven into the fabric of a life marked by more than its share of twists and turns, challenges and disappointments, trials and triumphs.

Here was Walter Prescott Webb, in Mark Twain’s words, “speaking freely from the grave.” It was Mark Twain who mused, in his own autobiography, “When I was younger, I could remember everything, whether it happened or not.” Like the inimitable Mr. Clemens, Webb confessed early in his memoir that he took a few liberties with names and places, and that some of the incidents he related had actually happened to other contemporaries, not to him. But these anecdotes were merely meant to illustrate the harsh realities of growing to manhood on that rugged, drought-scarred rim of West Texas known as the Cross Timbers. In this story, so rich with authenticity, there was no compromise with “the truth” about his modest beginnings and his long trail to prominence and achievement. What rolled off of Webb’s typewriter during his year in wartime England was genuine, even if some of his earliest memories were admittedly a bit faded after the passage of decades.

As the late Don Graham, one of Texas’s most celebrated authors, recently observed, “Those professors, some of them, with ties to the frontier were a vanishing breed. Webb was the real deal.” No one looking for a good story should be disappointed in Webb’s captivating autobiography. In Graham’s words, his story is the “real deal.” The texture of the narrative is folksy, almost rustic, in comparison to so-called scholarly writings. But that is precisely its charm and appeal. The memoir even has an unmistakable Mark Twain–like quality to it, though it also seems surprisingly reminiscent of historian Henry Adams’s classic, The Education of Henry Adams: An Autobiography. While not filled with the intellectual refinement of an erudite New England–bred and Harvard-educated aristocrat, Webb’s recollections contain an authentic account of his apprenticeship growing up on the edge of a fast-vanishing frontier, and a lament about his lack of preparation for being hurled into the modern age of rapid industrialization and globalization. In that sense, Webb’s autobiography parallels that of Professor Adams, even though one was a child of presidents, the other a child of the frontier.

Webb carries his reader on a fascinating journey along a meandering, bumpy path that led from the scrubby borderlands of Stephens County, Texas, where he grew to manhood, and where the hardscrabble existence of farm life left its mark on him, to the bright lights of Austin and the University of Texas, where he truly came of age. An offspring of the fading frontier of land, cotton, and cattle, he stumbled into the new frontiers of machines and technology, and for a time he wandered, with little direction or preparation, as he confessed like a wobbling gyroscope, having only the desire for an education. Not just schooling, but an education that would carry him through life in a modern world caught in the throes of accelerating transition and perpetual change.

Serious scholars searching for answers about the origins of Webb’s thesis as laid out in his epic work, The Great Plains, will not come away disappointed. In fascinating detail, he recounts the genesis of his thoughts and the process of discovery—a “moment of synthesis” as he termed it—that came almost literally with a lightning-like flash as a winter storm rumbled over Austin one night in February 1922.

Almost as illuminating are the passages that trace how Webb came to track down the thesis topic of the Texas Rangers, and how he struggled to find some unifying thread for his groundbreaking history of the storied frontier fighting force. No doubt, Latinos and others will be less than satisfied with his explanation, and especially with his inferences about race, a fact that Webb himself would only grow to understand and acknowledge almost three decades later as he contemplated a revised edition of his popular yet controversial study of the Rangers (Texans of Mexican heritage had long termed the Rangers “Los Diablos Tejanos,” or “Texas Devils”). By all indications, Webb was planning on turning out a revised and more balanced account of the Rangers’ border conflicts with Latinos and American Indians.

In the process of editing Webb’s autobiographical essay, I made every effort to keep in mind that the narrative was written in the context of his times, not my own. As editor, I found it necessary to make corrections in punctuation to account for changes in American English usage, and for Webb’s own admitted lifelong frustration with the bedeviling rules of comma usage. An occasional connective word or phrase was inserted, but always with the goal of clarifying the meaning of the narrative and making it as readable and enjoyable as possible. But remaining true to the text and thus faithful to the spirit and intent of the author was always the guiding principle. Little has been weeded out from Webb’s words, and every effort has been made to retain the simple charm of his free-flowing literary style, colloquial expressions and all. To provide for structure and continuity, I added chapter breaks as well as chapter titles. On occasion, complete names and dates have been filled in where Webb had left only spaces or lines in the manuscript, but such additions were only made after careful research and verification for factual accuracy. The reader should also be aware that the original title of the autobiography, “The Texan’s Story,” has been tweaked to reflect the reality that there is no such thing as a singular Texan identity. I believe that Dr. Webb would have understood and approved.

Most great thinkers offered their contributions early in life, and then they became prisoners confined for the rest of their days within the boundaries of their self-made ideational framework. For many, their most significant contributions to the world of ideas came before the age of thirty or thirty-five. But not Webb. As he grew older, he continued to grow intellectually and emotionally as well as in curiosity and understanding. His friend and intellectual compadre, famed folklorist J. Frank Dobie (“Old Pancho” to his friends) called his quiet and modest colleague “the most powerful thinker I have ever known.” Further, he recalled, “Most historians deal with the past as the past. Webb dealt with it as a guide to the future.” Author, Dallas Morning News book editor, and instructor of literature at Southern Methodist University Lon Tinkle agreed. “I do not recall ever encountering a more fertile mind,” he said of his friend. Professor Rupert N. Richardson, who followed Webb as the dean of Texas historians, echoed such praise. “Webb was interested in ideas and was a genius in developing them. To him facts were useless unless one was able to discover their meaning. It was with this point of view that he became a great historian. To his friends, however, the man was even greater than the historian.”

As a child Webb had aspired to become a writer, a distinguished man of letters. Despite all odds against him, he achieved that, and along the way he accomplished so much more. Teacher and mentor to three generations of students, he stood as a formidable fixture on the Austin campus for almost a half century. Like Dobie and renowned naturalist and environmental activist Roy Bedichek (or “Bedi”), Webb stood as one of a distinguished triumvirate of renowned intellectuals and venerable old sages, each of whom left large tracks across the university campus, the capital city, and the life, lore, and landscape of the Lone Star State.

Webb taught his disciples to “think big.” His thoughts were not fenced in or limited to the boundaries of Texas, or the Great Plains, or even to North America. The ideas he spawned stretched, like the vast prairies of the American West, to encompass the globe and even beyond to transcend intellectual horizons and reach places where only the human imagination can travel.

History has a way of clinging to myths. Webb understood that. But, like the man himself, it also holds something of a stubborn streak in that, with the passage of time, history begrudgingly loosens its grip on popular legends and eventually releases the truth about the past—at least the truth as best historians can discover and unearth it, especially given their human limitations. With the historian’s penchant for careful documentation, Webb wrote about legendary figures from America’s past: Texas Rangers, cowboys, yeomen farmers, all frontiersmen of hardy stock—just like the families and friends he had known in his early days in the Texas Cross Timbers.

Webb loved a good story, and his life was just that. By the time he passed into history on March 8, 1963, the victim of a single-car accident on Interstate Highway 35 south of Austin, he had become one of America’s foremost frontier philosophers and a genuine Texas legend in his own right. Although it might sound trite to some, he was truly a giant among American historians. But in the end so much work remained unfinished.

Unfortunately, he died without ever completing his autobiography, and to this day no one knows for sure why he never returned to the project. Perhaps he never really believed that the public would be interested in reading his life story. Maybe he became so immersed in working on his next major “big idea” book, The Great Frontier (1951), or possibly he was just mired in fractious campus politics and the frantic pace of his own professional and personal life, both of which seemed to be filled with so many interruptions. Possibly, he simply became distracted with welcomed diversions from it all, and he left the papers in the files until he believed his life was nearly finished and he was ready to open up again. Or he could have just been waiting for a good ending, a storybook finish. But death came unexpectedly, without notice. The question of why he set the autobiography aside and failed to finish it will always remain a matter of conjecture.

Still, Webb did leave us with something his friends Dobie and Bedichek did not, a continuous autobiography, albeit one never completed. Webb observed that the best writing comes from the heart. In other words, ideas and language emanate from a “genuine sincerity,” as he described it, as opposed to the “brilliant insincerity” of literary con artists who disguise themselves as luminaries. That being the case, after reading Webb’s life story, the reader should be left with little doubt about either the man’s true brilliance, or his true sincerity. No doubt, the simple authenticity of his writings can be traced to the weathered land of his beginnings. Like the pioneering people he studied and wrote about, he was always a product of his environment.

Webb was once asked why he did not write more for scholarly journals and publish more books. “I only write when I have something important to say,” he reportedly responded. Fifty-seven years after his death, he still has something important to say, not only about his life, but about life, and about living. Webb’s voice should resonate in our own time when people need to be reminded of how success is not measured in terms of the number of books someone writes, or the awards and accolades they earn, certainly not in the amount of money they make, but in the difference they make in the lives of others.

A Texan’s Story—Walter Prescott Webb’s story, in his own words—is one man’s account of a lifelong apprenticeship and education in a modern twentieth-century world that bore little resemblance to the simple rural life of his youth. It is a story worth telling. And no one is better to tell it than Webb himself.
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Introduction

ON THE EDGE OF THE GREAT PLAINS

I was born in the Piney Woods of East Texas on April 3, 1888. My parents, Mary and Casner Webb, were both from Mississippi and had come to Texas about four years prior to the event of my birth. They left East Texas when I was four years old and settled in Stephens County, Texas, where my father taught school for about twenty years. I consider this move to West Texas the most important event in my life because it enabled me to grow up on the edge of the Great Plains and gave me an understanding of the country as set forth in my book, The Great Plains. I lived through the drought and Panic of 1893, saw cattle starve and freeze, and came near seeing people do the same. Pioneer conditions still prevailed in Stephens County, where all the land was not yet under fence.

About 1901 my father homesteaded some vacant land near Ranger, and we began the task of opening up a farm. I was then twelve years old. My father continued to teach school and was away from home in the winter. I was the only boy in the family, and the task of running the place devolved on me. It was a heavy responsibility for a boy, and I am afraid I did not stick to it any too well. Had I not had such a good rabbit dog, the farm, which I visited recently, would have been larger than it is. The one sound I could not endure was the dog’s voice baying the cottontail up a hollow tree. If my father was away from home, I averaged three rabbits a day; when he was home, the average was less. The mark of my axe must still be on every hollow tree for a mile around this place.

My schooling around this time was most irregular. We lived within about three miles of three different schoolhouses, and I attended two of them, Oakley School and Veale School. Some of the teachers were John Beidleman, E. A. Hankins, C. D. Judd, now at the CIA, and Miss Lena Langford, who now lives in Lubbock.

All through those early years I was a wide reader, and my reading ranged from Frank Merriwell to William Shakespeare. I liked Frank much better than I did Will. I do not today share the prejudice that exists against pulp literature. It was the doings of the fictional Frank Merriwell [from the dime novels of Gilbert Patten] that first aroused in me the desire to go to college. I also liked to write. It would be more accurate to say that I desired to write.

My desire for an education was increasing, and I wrote a letter to the contributor’s column of The Sunny South in which I voiced my ambition. A few days after this letter was published, I received a letter in a strange hand, bearing a New York postmark. It was a most encouraging letter from a man who had read mine in The Sunny South. He urged me to hold fast to my desire and quoted, “In the bright lexicon of youth there is no such word as fail.” That sentence became a guiding star. This man, William E. Hinds, said he would like to send me some books and magazines. They came year after year, the best magazines in the country. The American Boy, The Outlook, then under the able leadership of Lyman J. Abbott, and The National magazine, edited by Joe Mitchell Chapple, and Success, presided over by Orison Swett Marden. When I think that the hands of all these men are now stilled by age or death, I realize how many years divide my youth and the present time.

When I was seventeen, my father, moved by a desire for an education, agreed to put the family in school at Ranger. During the summer we worked early and late and made a good crop, and in the fall I sold my saddle horse and thus burned the bridge behind me. I understood that one year in school was all that I could hope to receive, and the only hope to receive, and the only hope for me was to secure a certificate to teach school. By skipping a few grades, I landed in the miscellany of subjects that approximated the eighth grade and added all the other subjects that were required by the state examination. J. E. Temple Peters was the head of the Ranger School. An inspiring teacher, he became a good friend, and in the spring when he organized the “cramming class,” I joined it. I was the only member who aspired to a second-grade certificate; all the others were taking the first grade. Among them were Truman Terrell, now a physician in Fort Worth, Rex Outlaw, Tom Sisk, Vera Rawls, Victoria Harrison, and others whose names I do not now recall.

Long hours and hard work had evidently begun to tell, for when we reached Eastland to take the examination, I had developed a case of bad tonsils and high fever. The examination lasted two or three days, and I worked so carefully that it was late in the night before I finished. Peters fed me aspirin to kill the pain, but my fever was so high that, before the examination was over, I reeled as I walked down the aisle to hand in my papers. Strange as it may seem, this illness was probably a blessing. The fever stimulated my brain, with the result that all knowledge I possessed was at my fingertips.

The local board reported that I passed the examination with a high average, and my papers were sent to Austin to be passed on by the state board. In a few weeks I received a four-year state certificate for the second grade. Later I received a first-grade permanent certificate and about all the university degrees that one person ought to take. None of them ever meant what that second-grade certificate meant. It was an emancipation proclamation which freed me from the drudgery of farm life. That was the way I felt about it then, and that is the way I still feel.

The next year I taught school, in fact I taught three schools, and continued my study of mathematics. I confined my study to algebra on the grounds that, if I could keep up in mathematics, I could skip all the other subjects, and that is exactly what I did. A year later I returned to school and at the end of that year took the examination for a first-grade certificate. Then I taught the Merriman School, which my father had taught for two or three terms. Near this school ground one of the greatest oil wells in the Ranger field was drilled several years later. But when I first arrived, no one dreamed there was wealth under the ground.

In 1909 I entered the University of Texas on individual approval. At that time Clifton M. Caldwell, now of Abilene, was finishing his law work, and he gathered a group of Stephens County boys into his home. Among them were Nels Rosenquest and Paul Crowley. Caldwell and Breck Walker later helped to develop the great oil field around Breckenridge.

It was at the University of Texas that my lack of early schooling began to tell. I had skipped too many grades. I still thought I wanted to write and went in heavy for English courses with results that were not entirely satisfactory, neither to me nor to the Department of English. I knew how to express myself, but I did not know where the commas belonged, and I sometimes missed out on a period. The relationship between a split infinitive and a hanging participle was a mystery. But I did learn that either one, even taken by itself, was disastrous. I became painfully conscious of their existence.

The late Dr. Clyde Hill of Dallas was my first instructor. He read my first theme before the class as an example of good writing and bad punctuation. This compliment probably turned my head a little and led me to believe that the writing was more important than the punctuation. I finally exhausted his patience by writing a flippant theme on choosing a profession. I made the doctor a quack, the lawyer a shark, and the teacher a fraud. He pointed out that no one could write who was insincere. I shall speak of this later in connection with my own theory of writing. After studying English for three years and taking every course in writing offered by the university, I became convinced that I could not write. I gave up the idea, completely, and had plenty of evidence to show that I was wise in doing so.

Then I turned to history, which I began to teach in high school. In 1915 I took the B.A. degree. I then began work toward the M.A. degree and took for my subject the history of the Texas Rangers. I began to learn that history is something with content as well as form. As I read the reports of the activities of the Texas Rangers the desire to write returned after being dormant, or almost dormant, for five or six years. I then returned to the effort and found that I could write! Why? The answer is that I now had something to say! I wrote an article on the Texas Rangers which the Dallas News on March 21, 1920, published and paid for. This was the first time I had ever sold my writing. Recently I received a compliment on this article. I picked up a newspaper which had a feature front-page story on the Texas Rangers. It was signed by a man who claims to have a long service in the force, but whose service in reality was very brief. He had copied my article word for word and signed it as his own.

With practice and the return of confidence in myself and my subject, the inhibitions that had been built up were broken down to such extent that I wrote and sold numerous articles and some short stories. Here I wish to say that I do not believe people learn to write by taking courses in composition. They do learn the form, which is important. But the thing that enables one to write is a power born of deep knowledge of the subject and driven into action by intense feeling. Such power will carry one over the obstacles which stand in the way. What Clyde Hill said of sincerity is profound truth. It is only sincere writing that is good writing. Sincerity will endure where brilliant insincerity will perish. Prior to the Depression the “flippants” were in the saddle. H. L. Mencken had created a school of brilliant insincerity in this country. He had drawn into his train an army of imitators and followers who were contributing to his coffers. He capitalized his talent of insincerity, just as Bernard McFadden has capitalized muscle and crime. Mencken has made suckers out of the American people and then laughed at them for their foolishness. He preaches revolt and independence, yet one need read not more than one article in his magazine, the American Mercury, to realize that he has shackled his authors with his forms and style. These authors are, in the words of Robert Louis Stevenson, his sedulous apes. Nearly all of them use many foreign words, preferably French; they use jaw-breaking words where simple ones would be better; and they all sneer at something. Their style and their mode will seem as archaic and grotesque to the next generation as a Mansard roof or the grand Chateau style of 1870 seems to us now.

In my humble opinion, the next essential qualification for a writer, either of history or of anything else, is independence. One can never write anything worthwhile by imitating others. One must strike out into new ground or in a new way.

Whatever success has attended the publication The Great Plains may be attributed to the fact that it is based on an independent concept and executed without regard to anything that had been done before. Though the idea presented there is entirely new, no apology can be found for it. I did not know how the public or the scholars would receive it, nor was I particularly concerned with what they said about it. My whole purpose was to present the evolution of the Great Plains as I saw it.

The book is essentially a part of me, and without a doubt represents the most original piece of work that I shall do. It is barely possible that my early experience on the farm on the edge of the Great Plains of which I wrote gave me a training in breaking precedents. It may be that skipping grades and taking shortcuts to a certificate, if not to an education, made it difficult for me to conform to another’s pattern. It may be that my difficulty with English turned me from form to content which eventually gives form. My inability to conform to the requirements of others has at times caused me to receive some hard licks, but it enabled me to write The Great Plains.

Many people associate this book with Texas or the Southwest. That is wrong. The interpretation set forth in the book applies to the whole open country and the whole arid region of the West. It is as true of the Dakotas and Kansas as it is of the western portion of Texas.

Finally, I wish to say one word about myself. So far as I know I am about the only person who has written about the West who does not claim to be a cowboy. Though I grew up in the edge of the cattle country, I was never a cowboy. I owned and rode horses and was associated with boys who became cowboys. Lynn Landrum of the Dallas News once intimated that I had the qualities of a cowboy. It is easy for anyone who grew up in the West before 1910 to claim cowboy descent. People rather expect it. But I might best be described in these early years as a reluctant dry farmer.




CHAPTER 1

Carved from the Cross Timbers

My life has been a succession of deep humiliations and pleasant surprises, and just why I should feel an impulse to set some of them down on paper is something I cannot explain. Perhaps the story may have some validity as a historical document covering a phase of Texas and American life in the transition period between the open frontier into which I was born and the closed, planned world into which I have been carried, not too willingly, by the passive process of living.

What I recall as my first recollection is of humiliation. The scene was a sunny slope with a big house at one end and a small one at the other. Connecting them was a sandy lane with fields on either side. A small boy, his older sister, and two cousins, both girls, were going from the large house to the small one where the boy lived. The boy, it seems, developed a stubborn streak, or perhaps it was a stitch in his side and there was some trouble in getting him along. It seems that he sat himself down in the sand, refusing to budge, and made known to the world his deep discontent. The next thing he knew, strong feminine hands seized each ankle and he resumed the journey on his back. The sand flew and swirled around his head, into his mouth and eyes. It seemed that the journey, which must have been ten feet long, would never end. The sense of outrage and exasperation and of utter helplessness has never been forgotten, though it has been experienced many times in other circumstances.

I cannot undertake to put these first impressions in order of occurrence, or in the place where they happened because my family, caught in the irresistible westward movement, was a part of the last wave of migration toward the new land. Time and place do not really matter here, for none of these early sensations have to do with important things. It seems that at one time there was a two- or three-room house with a hall open at both ends, an airy place. The cotton fields were all around, and I recall walking barefoot down the rows and feeling the cutworms being crushed under tough bare feet. It was a great event the day the ox team that a Negro boy was plowing ran away and charged through the hall. I can still hear the clatter of their feet on the boards and feel the dangerous excitement as if I had survived an air raid. I think I remember the boy’s large eyes as he pursued his fleeing steers. These were little steers, but there were tales in the family about a big team, real oxen, named Lep and Berry, that my father had once owned. It seemed that they strayed away once and were given up for lost or stolen, but deep in the night came the glorious tinkle of the ox bell, which was recognized as belonging to the lead steer, Lep. Maybe it was Berry, but it must have been Lep because he was always mentioned first—Lep and Berry.
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Stephens County, Texas, 1900. The fact that Webb grew up west of the ninety-eighth meridian is of great significance, as his classic 15 Miles work The Great Plains (1931) establishes the ninety-eighth as a critical demarcation line, a “geographic fault line” between the well-watered lands to the east and the semiarid lands to the west. When asked once when he began to research his work The Great Plains, he quipped, “When I was four years old.” (Cartography by CZM Graphics)



At this same place an Englishman named Mayo lived with us and did farm work in the community. He used to sit in the doorway at night and talk of London, near which this page is written. He smoked a pipe which gave out a strong odor on the evening air, a fragrance which I always associated with that ancient city. To me, then and for long afterward, London was a place with a bridge which had fallen down. Mr. Mayo was always a figure shrouded in mystery and romance.

There was also the father of the two cousins who helped my sister drag me down the sandy road. In fact, there were two of them, one I liked and one I did not like. The first one wore suspenders with bright buckles, and he would let me play with them when he was lying on the floor for a noonday nap. His name was Cousin Walt. His brother, Cousin Daws, I didn’t like because he was impatient with small boys, and I instinctively knew that I could not take liberties with his galluses [suspenders].

Then there were Aunt Agnes and Uncle Jack, two ancient Negroes who helped with the house and perhaps field. Aunt Agnes wore a rag around her head and had a quick smile which broke easily over the landscape of her spacious face. Uncle Jack was sad and dignified with salt and pepper hair, but the salt was getting much the upper hand. I do not wish to leave the impression that all of these people were retainers, but they were present at one time or another in the home and are among my first memories. Then there was a rain, big drops coming from high, making rain tracks in the dry sand which left a small boy running around the house full of delightful guilt at being out when he should be in. Another memory is of the time when some Negroes were stealing corn. My father was going to stop such foolishness, and from some secret place he took a shiny little revolver, the first I ever saw, and went into the field over the protest of my mother. Nothing came of it except that I sensed for the first time my father’s high and fractious spirit and my mother’s failing of over-anxiety. They were a domestic team unmatched in temper and disposition.

Two other memories, both connected with locomotion, belong to this period. We had driven in the wagon to church, and after church were returning in bright moonlight. I lay on quilts in the back of the wagon and was surprised to find that the moon moved along quite as fast as the wagon. It was my first natural wonder. The second locomotion story had to do with a new and shiny buggy which my father evidently got from a livery stable because it was certainly not his. Mother, father, and the younger fry were on the only seat, and I was humiliated by being placed in the box at the rear where I could only see backward and could not hear what was being said. I found some tools, the wrench for taking off the taps, and these I threw overboard in revenge. I am afraid I have revealed in these first recollections a trait of barking my shins on inevitable situations. It is possible to place all these experiences prior to the age of five because in 1893 we made the last family move westward, to Stephens County, about one hundred miles west of Fort Worth. That was a sharp break because it carried us from the old America into the new. There is no confusion in my mind as to what happened in the two contrasting regions.

My father had gone on before, and so my mother with three children made the trip. The only thing I remember is arriving in Waco in the dead of night. The station was lit with pinpoints of light and cabmen with lanterns were calling, “This way to this-and-that hotel.” I have heard my mother speak of how trying this experience was, deciding where to go, and I think I caught even some of her anxiety. The next I remember we were at a place where a lot of goats came up before the house to lick salt, which was placed on rocks. This was at Uncle Jasper Webb’s home in Eastland County. Later I boarded in this home with Ernest Webb for a school year, and though twenty years had passed, the goats had made no visible impression on the rocks. Uncle Jasper had a long white beard and a reputation for being eccentric. I had some of the stories from my father, two of which are illustrative.

Uncle Jasper was repairing a fence when a young man somewhat overdressed came by riding a very sorry horse. He paid no attention to the toiling figure until he was some yards passed. Pulling up his horse, he looked back and said, “Old man, how far is it to Eastland?”

“Well, sir,” said Uncle Jasper, “on a good hoss it’s about ten miles, but on one like you’re ridin’ it’s at least twenty.”

It seems that before Uncle Jasper left Mississippi, which he probably did shortly after the Civil War, he had a “difficulty” with the result that his opponent came up badly damaged. Uncle Jasper was tried, and the prosecuting attorney was a young lawyer, probably a kinsman, who was out to win his spurs.

“Did you hit this man?” asked the attorney.

“Yes,” said Uncle Jasper in his shrill voice, “of course I hit him.” Then followed several questions designed to bring out the nature of the blunt instrument. Finally, Uncle Jasper lost his patience. “Now Jim,” he said, “you know I ain’t goin’ to tell you what I hit him with, but I’ll tell you one thing, I didn’t hit him with a bunch of cotton.”

Eugene Manlove Rhodes wrote once of the glory of being the first man. I was by no means the first man in Stephens County, but I was there as a boy among the first men, and that was something. It seems that we went from Uncle Jasper Webb’s to the home of some distant cousin who lived in the community where my father was to teach school. This was not a very orderly place, and the horde of grown and near grown daughters and one bearded son did not add any attraction. Next, we were living in a small house nearby, and each morning my father and sister would set off to school, following a trail through the mesquite grass that dipped into a small creek and disappeared among the trees. It led to that strange place, the schoolhouse, which for all I know may have been red, but I have my doubts as to whether it ever felt the soft stroke of a painter.

It was here that I learned to whistle. I was leaning against the door, facing south, with the school trail through the grass running right and left from the open door. My father whistled occasionally, and I thought it a great accomplishment, one that I should acquire. I was trying with pursed lips when suddenly I heard the sound and with childish joy ran to inform my mother of the newfound wonder.

It was here that I woke in the dead of night to discover a commotion in the house. A screeching owl had entered, and my father was trying to get it out. I do not remember whether there was any comment on this ill omen, but I know that most ill omens were known to my mother. I recall waking in the night after this, and there was again commotion, tears, and frantic efforts. Death had entered that humble place and claimed the youngest member [two-year-old brother Kyle]. I am not superstitious and never have been, and I attach no importance to the coincidence.

The host of distant cousins I mentioned all went to school to my father, and I seem to recall four or five of them coming down the trail through the mesquite grass in the morning and disappearing to the right under the trees. The thing I do remember is the afternoon that they all came along early in the opposite direction. They were walking fast, though the hour was early. My mother greeted them as they approached and invited them to come in. The oldest girl tossed her head and said, “We don’t care to,” and without further explanation they strode by hitting the ground hard with their heels. When my father came, he had a knot over one eye and bump on his head. It seems that he had undertaken to discipline the burly brother as was the custom in frontier schools, and that the brother had resisted the slender young man. It was the fashion in those days to “run the teacher off,” and my father had the misfortune to be one of those who believed in the strictest discipline and who had never learned to run. He had grown up in Mississippi during Reconstruction in a community where the Negroes outnumbered the whites in the ratio of three to two. He had, even until the end, a good bit of hell in him, and his boyhood was a constant fight for white supremacy over his colored companions and white ones too. He knew the art of self-defense in a rough and tumble way, though he knew nothing of boxing. He did know a good deal about the vulnerable places, and he used judgment in hunting them out.

Those who grow up in or teach in the modern schools can have no conception of the problems that confronted the pioneer teachers. The story is told in a literary way in Edward Eggleston’s novel Hoosier Schoolmaster. In Texas, at the time my father began teaching, schools lasted four or five months, and almost anyone was free to go. It must be said that people wanted to go to school, but the social conditions were such that the life of the teacher was likely to be one of misery. From almost the first day the older boys or young men took the attitude of “trying out” the teacher. My father was not a compromiser, and at the first infraction, he had a showdown. He believed in corporal punishment and he never flinched from applying it—or attempting it—when in his judgment there was need. Too often the need arose, and he became famous as a disciplinarian and was sought out by those communities where discipline had broken down, and where the previous teacher had been run off by the big boys. I am convinced that he was one of the last, and probably the last, of the fighting pioneer schoolteachers. For his special service he commanded about ten dollars a month above the current scale. It was my intention to make careful notes of his recollections and experiences, but I did not do so. I can only relate some of the things I saw or heard.

It was in this first school in Stephens County that he laid the foundation of his reputation. I will call the family concerned “Norris” and the burly young man “Will.” When Will Norris saw that my father really intended to discipline him, he drew a long-bladed knife. My father always said that he could never afford to leave a mark on a student, regardless of how ferocious or dangerous he might be.

The method he used on Will Norris was his solution to this problem. As the youth advanced with open knife, my father struck him with the palm of his open hand on the temple so hard that the knife fell from his hand. Then followed a physical struggle, the ruffian trying to recover the knife or some other weapon, my father trying to put him out of commission without leaving a sign of violence. As they went to the floor, my father seized his throat and never let go, pressing the windpipe with ever-tighter grip, taking care that the fingernails did not cut the flesh. He said he could see the young man’s face becoming blue with the congestion of blood and suffocation and that gradually he could feel the strength going out of the body as it relaxed into insensibility. At this point he released his grip, procured the knife, and permitted recovery. By the time the youth had recovered, all the fight had gone out of him and he felt himself in the presence of his physical master. While all this was happening, the sisters had entered the fray, one with a stick of stove wood and another with the fire shovel, and it was evidently from these that my father got the knot on his head and other slight damage. The whole family promptly cleared out for home, leaving one teacher in charge, at least temporarily. It could not be proved in court that my father had used any exceptional means of conquest, for there was not a mark on any member of the opposition to be explained or exhibited to the sympathetic family. Unlike Uncle Jasper, my father would admit nothing.

He taught the school out, and his reputation as a disciplinarian spread. In those days there was hardly such a thing as tenure, and I think my father’s next school was at a place called Acker. He had many friends in this community, and as I recall, no special trouble. We lived in a house on a hill set among blackjacks and oak with the hill, which to me was a mountain, to the rear. I can fix this date very definitely because sister was born here, and she is five years my junior. She was not at all important to me then, but she did place me in the awkward middle position between two girls. I later felt that I had to give way to one because she was older and to the other because I was older, and I never could understand the logic of that. I was permitted to go to school occasionally but about all I remember is that I created consternation by whistling when it was not in order and that one of the older girls taught me a part of the alphabet. I particularly remember learning the letter “O.”

But there are more important memories. Our best friends were the Longs, who farmed under the hill near the school where my father taught. There were two boys, Pearl, who was older than I and “T,” who was my age. These were my first friends. It seems that I had some preference for Pearl, who was tolerant and patronizing. T was not patronizing, and with him I had my first fight. We visit when I am in Odessa or when he is in Austin. He prospered during the Ranger oil boom and was one of the few who kept something out of that wild orgy of sudden and unexpected wealth. I had from him recently a letter in which he expressed great satisfaction in some small good fortune that had come to me. He is the same type of sturdy citizen that his father, Jim Long, was fifty years ago. God, can it be that long? It was here on Jim Long’s farm that we three picked cotton together, though I am sure we broke no records at the scales. I can still see the white fields, the bright sun, and the crisp dead leaves between the rows. The cutworms had not gotten that far west. There was a wonderful creek below the house, which roared ominously in rain and dried up completely soon after.

It was on the mountain then that I discovered wild animals. My mother had admonished me not to go there, fearing snakes, scorpions, and practically everything else. I disobeyed and suddenly found myself in the presence of two skunks who were going about their business of making a living and rearing a family no doubt. They had their tails up like masts and were sailing around, doing me no harm, their jet-black hair with the snow-white stripe making a vivid contrast between and against the dark background of rock and foliage. I fled in terror to report on this adventure as the polecats took refuge in their small cave. My father was wary of skunks, but frugal of the chickens, and he piled brush in front of the cave and set it afire. This did not strike me as inhumane. Later I investigated timidly with a stick and prodded the dead bodies of the once beautiful skunks.

It was here that I became conscious of men on horseback. All West Texas was on horseback in those days, especially young men. I can see them settled in sweaty horses standing, tied to trees while men stood and talked or drew figures in the earth, line boundaries, directions, and maybe just plain sand doodling. I think it was from this place that I went with my father for a load of freight which he hauled from Cisco. We spent the night in the wagon yard, an institution which has so far as I know never received its literary due. There was a tangy, horsey smell about the wagon yard—the tourist camp and hotel being of the horse age. You paid ten or fifteen cents, maybe a quarter for the privilege of camping. You either built your fire in the yard to fry bacon and make coffee, or you used the stove in the room provided for guests. Wagon yards sold horse feed, hay, grain, and other articles for human need. It was a democratic place where men met to discuss hard times and the price of cotton. Things stir early there in the morning where country hours come to town. Campfire smoke from dew with wood has a character all its own. It seems to pivot at the source and to swing around as if reluctant to make an early start.

There was much excitement this particular morning because a dead man had been found nearby under a railroad bridge, and my father permitted me to accompany him to see the man where he lay on his back, not quite under the Texas and Pacific bridge. I seem to remember that his heel was cut, but I recall no other sign of violence. My father expressed some doubt that he had been killed by the train.

Cisco was a big city—it must have had a thousand people then—and I was fascinated by the show windows, especially by a plaster cast of a wonderful horse which I wanted to acquire. I even asked the merchant for the price, but he told me it was not for sale. We got to the wholesale house very early as I remember how the slanting morning sun struck the loading platform. Country hours had come to town, but the town was unmoved. We had to wait, and I got the distinct impression that townspeople were lazy. The thing I remember about the trip home was that I rode all the way with my bare feet on a hoop of cheese. The hoop was round in its new wood container, but my feet made the top brown with dirt and sweat. The most delicious smell came from the inside, and I hoped until the last that my father would remove the lid and cut me a generous wedge, but he never did.

Our next residence was in the log house, which was known as the Thornton place. This house stood by a wooden gate which opened into Jim Parks’s pasture. Life here began to take on large dimensions.

It may be that this freighting trip was made after we moved to Wayland, a village of some twenty inhabitants, Spicer’s store and post office, and Tom Hodges’s wonderful blacksmith shop with its glowing furnace and its murky swill tub. I suspect that my father hauled a load of freight for old man Spicer, an honest man with a German beard that was turning gray.

An incident occurred here which had much influence on my later life, and it serves to fix the date [April 28, 1893]. I achieved my first sense of fear, or the beginning of it. The incident happened between sunset and dark twenty miles away at Cisco. The Cisco cyclone—what euphony that—was the first human disaster to come near me. Dark clouds lay back of the mountain; there was angry lightning and wind, and I recall that my mother and father were out looking after the stock. There was some sense of anxiety between my sister and me, but we did not know that at Cisco, homes were exploding, scantlings being driven into telephone posts, and that women were saving their families by praying—and getting under the bed. News of this disaster began to trickle through with the result that the fear of cyclones was created in my mother and in all the children. It was community wide, and people began to clean out or build storm cellars. Every cloud took on a sinister aspect and was a signal for all and sundry to “go to the cellar.”

The experience was horrible—this waiting to be blown away. The cellars were damp and smelly with clay walls, dry onions, and shriveling potatoes, and one always had to return to the house through heavy rain. When I wasn’t blown away, I always had a sense of having been outwitted, the victim of a false alarm. But the fear was too great to be endured, and I remember on one occasion when there was no cellar I got into a panic and begged my mother to “read the Bible.” I even got the book for her, but she was for once too frightened to find solace in the scripture. My father did not throw in much with cellars, and it took considerable evidence to convince him, but I have seen him yield to the pressure. As time went on, my reason began to assert itself, and I decided that going to a cellar induced fear which the risk did not justify, but this emancipation came later. Perhaps this cellar influence makes it possible for me to write these trivialities of childhood in a land [wartime England] where every home and institution has an underground hideout from the human cyclone which falls without thunder and lightning, one that makes the Cisco incident look like a West Texas whirlwind. I wonder if I could carry my calm philosophy through a real blitz.

Our next move must’ve been to Wayland, a village where Mr. Spicer kept the post office and store, where Tom Hodges had a blacksmith shop with a roaring furnace and a wonderful swill tub in which he held hot horseshoes and plowshares. Here I started to school and a good career in theft, both of which were brought to an untimely end. The first thing I stole was a box of matches. I carried them off to the far side of the little mesquite pasture and struck several just for the hell of it. I began to put them in my pockets with the result that I got both pockets full and a good supply left over. This would not do, and I tried to put them back in the box. I filled the box but still had too many matches left over. They would not all go in, and I do not think the simple device of hiding or destroying the surplus occurred to me. I was detected, reprimanded, but not punished.

My next theft was quite different. Mr. Spicer’s store was a wonderful place, presided over by a benevolent man with a wavy German beard who distributed mail and sold kerosene oil, nails, calico, and I feel sure also the hoop of cheese that we brought from Cisco. The nail kegs sat under the counter, and one day I picked up a large nail, I think it was a tenpenny, which was lying on the floor. When my mother saw it, she asked me where it came from, and I told her without any sense of wrongdoing. I suppose I could’ve told a lie—I have done it—but the fact that I admitted that I had not asked Mr. Spicer if I might have the nail is an indication that I did not realize that I had done something heinous. She told me I had to take the nail back to Mr. Spicer. This was terrible, one of my great humiliations, but for once my mother was very firm. I yelled and cried to no avail. There was a wheat field between our house and Mr. Spicer’s store—or maybe it was oats—and I considered that this would be a good place to throw the nail and escape the ordeal, but my mother forestalled this by sending my older sister to see that I walked the hot plowshares like a medieval martyr. No medieval martyr ever suffered more, not from a sense of guilt, but from one of pure frustration, of being caught in such a net of tragic circumstance. Mr. Spicer was very kind, and no doubt greatly amused, but my woe was too deep to be alleviated by forgiveness. It was in this same store, by a hot stove, and therefore in winter, that the drummer gave me a nickel because I had such a big head. Everybody commented on my oversized head, but this was the first time it had ever paid a profit.

The money instinct began to develop here, and the first job I applied for was that of blowing the bellows in Tom Hodges’s blacksmith shop. I wanted to blow the bellows anyway, and would have gladly done it for nothing, but I applied for the job at five cents a day. My application was not accepted, but I was occasionally permitted to give the ropes a few polls and watch the break sparks spurt up like a little geyser out of the bed of dark coals. It was wonderful.

Wayland is in an artesian basin, and just in back of the shop was an artesian well from which flowed a stream of clear water that was also a source of wonder. I had a boyhood friend here whose name was Alec, and he had two artesian wells on his place which had a mysterious connection. Only one would flow at a time, and by holding a hand over the pipe of one that was flowing you could start the other. This was even more wonderful.

Alec’s father was this sanctimonious man noted for his loud praying and actions not always in harmony with his words. My father did not like him, and once when they were having an argument, my father told him that hell is so full of your kind that their legs are sticking out of the windows. My father was high spirited and hated sanctimoniousness. My father here had a difference of opinion with the family of doctors, but what it was about I do not remember. I do remember that he borrowed a revolver from Halston Hodges, a Baptist preacher who was the father of Tom, the blacksmith. He also was high spirited, fractious, and for a preacher profane. He and my father were great friends, and in those days, friends stuck together. One evening we went to Mr. Spicer’s store to buy some kerosene oil for the lamps, and the doctors came in. There were words, bitter and excited, and I remember seeing the gleam of the rebel revolver in my father’s hands. I jumped between them and created quite a scene. Whether I prevented the shooting I have no way of knowing.

Halston Hodges had a large family, ranging from Tom the blacksmith down to a small fry my age. The women and children beat out a trail that ran diagonally across the alkali field separating the two houses, and I traveled that trail often. It seems that the whole family was blessed with a violent temper, which was not denied. Discipline in that family was vigorous, and when time for discipline came, I cut for home without ado, and Mrs. Hodges told my mother that on these occasions when she had time to look around, she could see me disappearing in my home kraal. I have always hated families’ rows and discipline.

Halston Hodges was not only a Baptist preacher and the owner of firearms, but he was justice of the peace and a highly respected man in the community. Ten years later I returned to Wayland to be tried before him for crime, a story which comes later in this narrative. I began my writing career and got my name into print first by telling the story of this return, omitting all reference to the reason for it. Why be an author if you cannot omit? Life was really picking up now around Wayland, and I wonder if the artesian well is still flowing, and if this Stealeasy Mountain which lay toward the setting sun is as big and as romantic as it was to a five-year-old. It made me conscious of Indians, as it was said that Indians used it as a lookout place to steal horses from the surrounding country, hence “Steal-easy.” These imaginary Indians became important to me the next year.

I wonder if small boys at Wayland still go to camp meetings where preachers exhort and people shout “hallelujah.” I wonder if they go to sleep on pallets under the flares to be aroused by women’s skirts sweeping across their faces while the wearers go about urging people to salvation, or perhaps relieving in this activity the tedium of a drab and monotonous life. Do small boys stand in the road and look east up a tall hill to see the flash of the tin dinner pail marking the return of his father from some distant school where he was teaching? That was a long hill, perhaps only a memory like the flash of the tin dinner pail.

The next move was important because it is marked by the advent of the dog, and the only opportunity I ever had to witness one of my father’s school fights for supremacy over the big boys who sought to deny it. It was important for many other reasons, and I can now see that I had begun there unconsciously to store up the background of experience and information—and impression—which later was an essential part of my reinterpretation of the history of the West.

It seems that in those days, wherever we lived, there was a dim road running from left to right past the house and a trail leading through the grass as a shortcut to some school. The trail and the road met at a wooden gate which separated the Thornton place, where we lived, from Jim Parks’s pasture, which was inhabited by some fearsome steers of which I was taught to be afraid, rather successfully if I remember. Once through the gate, the road bore left along the fence past an artesian well that flowed salt water into a pool surrounded with white incrustation. The road paid no attention to the well but went right on to the Fincher neighborhood where, so far as I am concerned, it stopped.

The trail to the school bore to the right through the pasture, climbed a rocky hill, and that is the last I remember of it, except that it terminated at the schoolhouse where my father taught. One day I saw late in the evening a mother skunk and three or four babies patrolling this trail as if they had made it. I was not frightened at the time, but I gave them right-of-way. My father made it a rule to be the first to the schoolhouse, and this meant that my sister and I often went alone. It was rather pleasant to set out in the cool of the morning along this trail, a real adventure into a not uninteresting world, but one of my greatest frustrations is connected with it. It seems that as a child I had an obsession that I must always go first when traveling, and usually my sister would let me lead the way, but on this morning, we were late, or I was lazy or had a stitch in my side. My sister went ahead in spite of me, and I began to expend what breath I needed for walking in outraged howling protest. There was something about my vocal organs that enabled me to do a good job, and now my sense of outrage and exasperation was enormous. The steers must have been startled into attention on several hills around. The noise was such that neither my sister nor I heard a horseman approach from behind us, and we were in turn startled when Jim Parks loomed up on the big bay horse right over us.

“What’s the matter?” he inquired. My sister explained, since I was too angry and probably embarrassed. Jim laughed not unkindly and said, “Well, son, if you keep that attitude of wanting to go ahead all your life, you ought to do all right.” I don’t think I appreciated the compliment, but I was completely mollified when my sister relented and put me in the lead. I had another experience with Jim Parks which was even less pleasant. One of his steers got through the fence into the Thornton place, and as he passed to round it up, he asked me to open the wooden gate, which I was glad to do. As I swung the gate back, it came off the hinges and fell my way. I caught it with my hands and held it for ages, knowing I could never right it and that I could not escape its heavy weight. My legs gave way and down we came, the gate on top of me. Though I yelled, I remember that my keenest sensation was one of relief that the strain was over. I thought of this often during the Depression, when men were losing their fortunes. They avoided the catastrophe as long as possible, even after they knew it was inevitable, but once it had come, they always felt better. Gates fell all over the country after 1929, and a lot of little boys were caught yelling under them. Yes, I was in a land of horses, cattle, and men.

The schoolhouse stood on a public road that led from Ranger to Breckenridge. It must have been in a patch of the Cross Timbers because it was a sandy road with oak and blackjack growth and plenty of grass burs in the open spaces. On certain days the mail stage passed because Breckenridge had no railroad then. The stage was a hack with the straight slatted top and was in command of Breckenridge Walker, the first white child born in Stephens County. Breck was always in a hurry, the horses always sweaty from pulling through the sand. They tossed their heads impatiently, for they were little more than broncs. Breck used to bring groceries for the people, as well as mail, and one day my mother sent me to receive a parcel of coffee. Breck was in a hurry as usual and tossed the coffee to me as he went by. I muffed the ball, and the green coffee spilled in the sand where the green grains had to be fished out. Breck Walker died in Fort Worth several years ago, one of the wealthiest men in Texas. He was a man, this first child born to the first men. When the oil boom collapsed in Breckenridge, hundreds of men lost all, and all the Breckenridge banks were threatened, which would have brought ruin to the little people. Breck Walker had made his and had it protected, but he did not think selfishly.

“No bank is going broke in Breckenridge,” said this first child, and he poured his own money in until all the banks there were saved. Not one closed its doors. In this respect Breckenridge is unique among oil boomtowns, the only one in which banks did not bust. It is pleasant to know that you muffed the ball from such a pitcher. I saw him once after he’d grown prosperous, and it took three “red caps” to carry his baggage through the Fort Worth station, but I like to think of him as a lean young man sitting high on the stage, driving the mail in fair weather and foul.

The schoolhouse was one common to the frontier, a long room with double doors at the rear, a rostrum for the teacher across the front, a large stove with a drum in the middle on which chalk dust settled and burned red when the stove was hot. The benches were handmade of plank and without too much regard for comfort. The school had two teachers, my father at the front and Ms. Hattie Sayle at the rear. The books were McGuffey’s readers and Rand McNally geographies with questions and answers about all sorts of places.

Trouble in these frontier schools did not come suddenly. It brewed for a long time, with one minor incident following another until the explosion. It developed like a world war in microcosm. I can recall how the big boys gathered to talk rather than play games, always a sign that things were afoot. I can see my father, slender, with dark mustache, presiding on the high rostrum, putting the scholars through their intellectual paces, parsing, spelling, reciting, and doing simple arithmetic.

Trouble in school comes in the afternoon, in the last watch. My father called the arithmetic class, or maybe it was geography, and the older students arose from the back and went forward, all except one which we will call Omar. My father missed him, and looking toward the back said, “Omar, come to the class.”

“I don’t know my lesson,” said the young man.

“That is all right,” said my father, “but come on anyway.”

“I’m not going to do it,” said Omar.

It was a direct challenge, and my father took it promptly. Turning to Omar’s cousin, a dependable young man, he said “go cut me a switch.” This seems absurd to a modern teacher, and it may have been unwise then, but it was the way of the fighting frontier teacher.

Omar rose from his seat instantly, crossed the room diagonally to a window at about the center. I remember how long his legs were and what strides he took. From over the window he seized a third leg of the school chart which had been used as a window prop and swiftly moved toward my father, who awaited him on the edge of the rostrum, a place of some advantage. As the boy swung the club, my father caught his arm as the blow descended and parried it. The next thing I remember, my father had the young man against the wall or blackboard, holding him there by the throat and banging his head rapidly but not too hard against the wall. Then the fight swirled down aisles amid screaming children, through the double doors and into the schoolyard where the blackboard scene was repeated near a tree. The youth was plainly on the defensive and trying to get away. My father never struck him a blow and, as usual, left no marks. I believe Omar quit school, along with some of his companions who had planned to come to his assistance but whose hearts failed at the last moment. There was no more trouble that year, and other bad schools began to bid for the services of the Mississippi martinet. It was not a happy life, but it was one not devoid of excitement. There was usually a strong law-abiding element in the community that supported my father, and another that bitterly opposed him.

There is one child tragedy connected with the Thornton place. A deep snow had fallen, and it was bitterly cold—so cold that some of the children on their way home stopped to warm themselves before the open hearth. One little girl had a pair of new shoes of which she was very proud. She removed them to warm her feet, folded the high tops down and put them on the hearth to warm and to dry. The job was too well done, and when she turned the tops up, the leather cracked and broke to reveal the white canvas lining. She cried bitterly and suffered the misery of wearing the charred shoes instead of the bright new ones.

This little tragedy may be offset with the comedy of my first farming. We had a garden out near the house which consisted of corn, vegetables, and vine crops of melons or squash. My father instructed me to “sucker the corn,” but he failed to explain that the sucker were the extra stems that shot up from the bottom of the stalk to sap the strength from the ear-bearing stalk. With the plow he was coming to the vine crops, and so he told me to “turn the vines,” that is, place them so they would not be torn off by the plow.

“I am suckering the corn,” I said importantly. “Young man, you do what I tell you,” said my father in a tone that permitted no argument. This severity saved the corn crop because I was pulling the buds out of the corn, having figured out that they look like suckers to me. It was here that I began to stumble into trouble of my own making. I set the prairie afire, but fortunately the area was bounded by trails, and no damage was done. Broom weeds, the most inflammable material when dry, grew all around the place, and one day I gathered armfuls of them and packed them into the big stone fireplace. The match I applied flickered and caught, and the whole thing exploded into a sheet of flame which roared like a storm and poured smoke and fire from the chimney and, from every crack in the stones, into the room as well.

The winter was cold, and ice was thick on the pond, or “tank” as we called it, which lay below the house. I learned to skate and refused to listen to the warning of my mother. Late in the day when the sun had done its work, I broke through waist deep into the icy water. I was learning things for myself at last, pushing further afield in tentative experiments with living. And the fact that I did not burn off the range, set fire to the house, or drown in the tank was due to the shortness of the grass, the thickness of the chimney, and the shallowness of the water.

Though the frontier was gone, if by that it is meant that the buffalo and the wild Indians were gone, the flavor and tang of it was all around. The ashes of its campfire were still warm, especially to a lively imagination. Amos Fincher, who now had a shock of white hair and two or three sons, Will and Charlie, lived at the end of the road I mentioned. He had been a buffalo hunter and had shot the shaggy beasts until “his gun barrel was hot.” He was always a buffalo hunter to me. When the women came to visit, stories were told of Indian days, how the Indians came to the homes, and how the subterfuges resorted to get them away. There were late murmured tales of pillage and bloodshed, stolen horses, and burned cabins. My imagination took fire, and when I wandered far out into the pasture, Indians lurked behind every dark clump of trees, often driving me homeward.

One day a wolf came prospecting around in broad daylight, saw the chickens, and approved of them, so much that he seized one and disappeared like a shadow. Hogs ran out, and when my father was away, my mother claimed that they made company rubbing against the house, but I always suspected that they might be Indians in disguise. Stock bells were always good company. In the fall the Fincher boys taught me how to make a flutter mill out of the pith of cornstalks, and I can still see them racing gaily in the first norther.

The Thornton place was romance itself because it had belonged to one Nep Thornton, reputed to be an outlaw. Just what his forte was, I do not remember, but railroads and stage lines seem to have been connected with his activities, on the losing end. I found on the place an enormous horseshoe which I treasured highly. It must’ve belonged to the very big and fine horse that Nep Thornton rode in his business of outlawry. I know now that if Nep Thornton rode the horse that wore the big shoe, his career must have been brief.

The people who lived on the big Thornton place owned some bad dogs, and with these I had a real experience. Burke and Kary Fincher, cousins of Will and Charlie, came by one day going to their grandmother’s, and I persuaded my mother to let me accompany them. We passed the big house without trouble because the people were away, but we had no such luck on the return. As we approached from one side, the family was driving up in a wagon from the other, and the dogs were following the wagon. The big dog came from behind and approached us in a slow run. He hit the larger boy, Burke, first, came to me next, then to little Kary and back to Burke. He knocked each of us down, but I was the only one seriously damaged. One tusk cut my cheek and the other entered the flesh under my eye. The owner killed the dog on the spot and accompanied me home to my mother.

Make way for the dog. Enter the dog, the only dog. I am told a man may have more than one woman in his life, but the boy has only one dog with which all others compare unfavorably. His name was Bounce. He showed up early one morning after my father had come in late one night from Breckenridge. There may have been some question as to title or ownership, but that bothered neither Bounce nor me. The tale my father told with a devilish glint in his eye was that he did not steal the dog, but that a man, slightly the worse for liquid ware, stole him and gave him to my father. Bounce was never a one-man dog, and many are the times we had to go and collect him from a neighbor. His ancestry is unknown but, like many Americans, his character was beyond question. He lived by deed and not by pedigree. He must have been about two years old when he came to me. He was a powerhouse on four legs, evidently of the French bulldog family, though there was nothing of the attractive ugliness that the term bulldog implies. He was attractive and beautiful with his black coat and muzzle, his tawny chin and legs, whitish breast, and tawny patches over his eyes. He had a powerful breast but was not bowlegged, at least not much. The legs were simply suspended from the corners of his broad frame.

His coat was silk, his eyes kind and liquid, and his powerful teeth were white as pearls. He was not tractable, but he was intelligent in a high degree. He did not seek trouble, but he was quick to accept the challenge, and during all the years we “owned” him, he never lost a fight. He was extremely jealous of the family and would permit no strange dog to come on any porch or in any house in which we lived. The yard was the boundary for dogs, and when my father was away from home, it was the boundary for strange people too. When my father was home, he allowed more liberty to strangers, but not to dogs. He caught by the ear and could hold any pig or cow in this manner. Many times, I have seen him set his legs, hold a full-grown animal by the ear, shaking until the animal stood and bawled with terror and pain. Dogs he caught by the throat as my father did fighting schoolboys, but he never killed one, always letting go when his enemy gave up. Little dogs who thought they wanted a fight he had a large contempt for, and he would hurl himself against them, knock them over, and stand over them, making them be good. At length he would stalk away in great dignity. He never bit a human being. It was not necessary because no one ever disputed his supremacy in places where he saw fit to assert it, namely, around the home. When my father was gone, he always slept in front of the door, but when my father was present, he was not particular. He was powerful enough to support me, and I would ride him. Hogs around the house he considered a nuisance, and one day he drove them off. He picked out a big shoat for special attention and caught it by the ear. All I could do was to catch him by the hind leg and try to hold him, but he did not like this and would make me turn loose with his powerful teeth. He wanted the left ear probably because he chose to work on the right side, but occasionally he would seize the left temporarily. He would turn loose and change to the other, which now had become quite bloody. The chase went through the woods, I pulled him off, he making me turn loose until the pig’s ear was quite bloody and his protests vociferous. The neighbors used to borrow him when they had some animal that got out of control and that needed discipline.

I might as well finish the story of Bounce, the dog, though it takes me ahead of my narrative. He was not fast enough to catch jackrabbits, but he gave the cottontails fits. He was content to move the jacks out of the community. He was a silent dog in any chase and only made an uproar to human beings as a warning that they must not cross some line which he had established, such as at the Thornton place where a line of rocks I had put around the yard to separate it from the pasture. At Christmas time I got a red wagon with wire wheels, and later I improvised a harness with which Bounce pulled the wagon. This ended disastrously because one Sunday we—some neighbor boys and I—had him harnessed to the wagon and were crossing a glade when a jackrabbit jumped up and began insulting capers which to Bounce were intolerable. Away he went, the wagon bouncing, turning over and over until he broke loose from it. The wagon had a busted bed and a sprung axle, and was never the same again. It was a wreck, much to my father’s amusement.

Another year went by, and of course another move. Bounce took ill and died, probably from exposure. We did what we could but to no avail. I wept, my mother wept, and the whole family was cast down by the passing of the fine noble creature who had been true to every trust imposed on him. He had never been known to do a dishonorable thing. We did not bury him, as city people do, but took him down the draw and left his body under a live oak tree. The body of a dog is not disturbed by the birds but dries up. I went often to witness the process of decay. In the spring the grass came out very green and tall where he lay, fertilized by his rich strong body and spirit. My longing to have him back was a silent ache in my heart which has never been surpassed in any personal grief.

Over him I, a nine-year-old, had my first doubts of orthodoxy which I heard preached in summer revivals. Heaven was a place where good people go, religious people. Dogs were apparently barred. Why should Bounce be barred from heaven? He had never done a wrong, unless it was to bite the pig’s ear. He had been friend, companion, family protector. What sort of heaven was it that would not permit him to enter? What injustice. What sort of God would have compassion on men and not on dogs who exceeded them in nobility and in fidelity, asking nothing in return. My affection for him is as a strong now as it was all those many years ago, and if I by some divine mercy am admitted into sacred precincts I shall have proof when Bounce comes bounding to me and takes my hand gently and affectionately between his white teeth and iron jaws as he did so often when I was a small boy.

What is immortality? What is orthodoxy that it should not be doubted, questioned, and discarded in favor of more satisfying faiths? Who made orthodoxy anyway? There seems to have been something in the harshness and compulsions of life in West Texas, even in Stephens County, that caused doubts in the minds of small boys. Not ten miles from where Bounce died, Harry Yandell Benedict grew to manhood in a small home near the Clear Fork of the Brazos. It was there in the drought that he saw cattle die of starvation. It was all open range then; the grass had been eaten off and the waterholes dried up to pools barricaded with mud. The cattle would come into water, bog in the mud, and be too weak to get out. They suffered for days, moaning and bawling in their misery before death relieved it. I heard Dr. Benedict, president of the University of Texas from 1927 to 1937, say that it was the unmerited suffering of these animals which aroused in him his first misgivings about orthodoxy. His reasoning was much the same as mine. He could not see why men should have the best of it over cows, and I could not see why they should be given such preference over dogs. He did not want cows to suffer, and I did not want my dog barred from heaven, and there was no sort of comfort in orthodoxy for either of us.

Benedict was later tried for his views by the university board of regents who were no match for him in any way. Some Texas boys told the story in The Texas Whirligig, as follows. One regent, they said, asked him if he believed in God. “Do you mean an anthropomorphic God?” asked Benedict. The regent went for the dictionary, and the trial was never resumed.

The story is probably not very accurate, as it is very doubtful if the board of regents bent on persecution could be stopped by a word they could not comprehend. Fortunately, neither my dog nor Benny’s cows can be tried for teaching us to think for ourselves.

In recent years there has developed a great field of science or superstition known as child psychology. I wonder if these lamp tenders have ever discovered that the intelligent child is a pretty good philosopher on his own hook. His thinking is often very advanced and is cataloged as imaginative childhood. As a child I used to have all sorts of arguments with myself about whether I saw a hill or tree or whether I only thought I saw it. Was the tree a tree or a thought? Was I a boy with eyes to see, or was there some great deceit being practiced on me? Did I exist, or was I suffering an illusion? I never could settle the problem, but I later discovered it in the philosophical wrangles of nominalism and realism.

From the Thornton place we moved to the Carroll place, which stood on the south side of the Breckenridge-Albany Road some four miles west of Breckenridge. The Carrolls had moved over to a community called Boogerville, a name that had an awful connotation to me even then. It seems that it lay in the bend of the Clear Fork of the Brazos. The usual trail led off to the school in the Heatly neighborhood and was too far away for my short legs to navigate, so I had a sabbatical, as it were.

Here my father farmed as well as taught. Prior to this he had spent the vacation traveling for the Southwestern School Supply Company, driving a team of tough Spanish ponies in a light buggy, selling charts, jigsaw puzzle mathematical blocks, and perhaps desks to the new country and village schools. He covered a territory extending roughly from Fort Worth to Abilene and beyond and told of many thrilling experiences. Mobs were operating in certain sections then, and he was once spotted and mistaken for a detective; his careful dress and his wiry team set him apart from a horseback world. He was directed to spend the night with a reliable citizen who lived on the road, and he knew that he was being followed by horsemen. He reached the place after dark and was made welcome. The evening meal was ready, and the team was taken loose from the buggy, unharnessed, and given a bundle of oats to eat on until after supper. When they came out after supper, one of the horses whinnied, or as we liked to say he nickered, and this was a sure sign that they were separated, for Spanish ponies are great companions. On looking closely, they saw that only one horse remained. The natural assumption would be that the other horse had gotten loose and wandered off to graze, and it would be equally natural to go in search of him. Against the skylight my father saw a limb shake and knew that the absent horse was tied, that he had been led away. A watch was set for the night by the men, and daylight revealed the horse still tied to the tree. Just over the rail fence nearby, the weeds had been crushed as if someone had lain in wait there, and a gun cartridge was found. It was this work that kept my father away from home so much at Wayland and at the Thornton place. Now that was over, and he would farm during the summer.

The time of beginning was most unfortunate, for that was the year of drought, and there was not enough moisture in the ground in the spring to make the seeds sprout. Of course, my father did not know this, and he set out bravely to get the plowing done. He hired a young man named Dave at twelve or fifteen dollars a month to do the breaking and planting. Dave drove a mouse-colored mule and a darker one that has faded from my memory. I dogged Dave’s heels and followed him round after round as he plowed, walking in the open furrow where his whiplash dragged or on the “land side” where the plow had not been. I asked a million questions, some of which Dave could answer. I learned about procreation and Sam Bass, who was far more real and romantic than Nep Thornton. Sam was a train robber after my own heart and had ranged through that very country, whipping and escaping a posse of Breckenridge citizens right near the place. It was wonderful to hear Dave sing in a not unpleasant voice,

Sam Bass was born in Indianny, it was his native home;

And at the age of seventeen young Sam began to roam.

He first came out to Texas a teamster for to be,

And a kinder hearted fellow you scarcely ever see.

There was a lot more about Sam and the final tragic verse of his demise. It was right here, as I see it now, that I began at the age of six or seven my research which enabled me to write The Great Plains and The Texas Rangers. Dave and the drought were good teachers. Dave taught me to cuss by example and then controlled me by threatening to tell my mother that I did it, something he never would have done. I also learned that a small boy should not tamper with the rear end of a mouse-colored mule. As I followed Dave, I carried a section of broomstick very much like English army officers carry [a riding crop] to distinguish them from privates. Now a mule’s tail is a most expressive appendage, and he can express almost any opinion he wants to with it, raising and lowering it, switching and ringing it according to desire or need. All this fascinated me, and after giving the matter some thought and without consulting Dave, I edged up on the mule and at the first opportunity stuck the broomstick under his tail. His reaction was instantaneous and exciting. He clamped down on the stick so hard that he jerked it out of my hand and for a time he had complete possession. Dave finally got the team under control and then paid his respects to me in terms and tones which implied that I was no longer welcome in the vicinity.

Dave was very kind and kept pushing me along the road that a small boy ought to be pushed, toward self-reliance. He let me drive the mules to the wagon, and once we were hauling wood and he told me to drive the team forward. It seemed precarious business because there was some brush in the way and trees on either side. I did not think I could make it, but Dave stormed out at me, “Dammit to hell, drive that wagon up here.” I got through without “hubbing,” and for all I know the opening may have been thirty feet wide. It was my first step in becoming a pretty good teamster. Dave also subjected me to a great humiliation. It had something to do with disobedience to my mother, and Dave insisted that if I went on that he would put me under the bed. I doubted and persisted, and under the bed I went. It was my helplessness in his strong arms that exasperated me.

That humiliation was nothing compared to the time we had cornbread for breakfast. I had become conscious of the existence of poverty and had been in homes where there was not much food. The food I associated with poverty was thickened gravy, a concoction made of bacon grease, flour, and water, and I still never see even the most delicious Southern chicken gravy—which can be made only by a southern woman out of a southern chicken in the southern home—that I do not recall this bastard food of the poor. Cornbread was a little higher up on the scale, not an aristocracy by any means, but when properly cooked most delicious, especially with cold sweet milk. It is still my favorite evening meal, much to the disgust of my daughter, who like all the Webb clan has strong food prejudices. The only rule about cornbread was that you must not eat it for breakfast. That would be a sign of poverty, and the only lower depth would be to have thickened gravy with it.

On this particular weekend my father did not go to town, and the flour had run out on Saturday. This awful realization broke on me late Saturday afternoon, and my indignation knew no bounds. I was so angry at the prospect that I would not even eat supper, did not go to the table, and for once my father permitted me to have my stubborn way, perhaps realizing that nature would solve the problem. We slept late the next morning, and when I awoke the sun was streaming into the room, and there is no sun like a Sunday morning sun in West Texas. There was no one there, and I was all alone with my misery which suddenly recurred to me. Finally, my mother came, and I got up. Something was wrong. My legs were weak, I did not feel well, and a whole foodless day was before me. I did not want food, for I was sick and went back to bed, where I felt better. The family were eating breakfast and I could hear the disgustingly pleasant clatter of people eating cornbread for breakfast and enjoying it.

My younger sister came into the room, and in her hand was a corn cake cooked in a manner fit for the king, or the president. It had been made with a thin batter, thin enough that its circumference was feather edged; it had been cooked in a hot skillet, generously greased with fat. The escaping steam and heat had blown little holes all through, and these had been caught by the heat so that the fretwork of perforations remained after the need for them had vanished. The skillet had been just right because there was not a blemish on the golden-brown crusty cake, a sure sign that this was not of the first cooking. A skillet never does its best on the first batch of either corn cakes or hot cakes, and why I have never known. Ruth seemed to be enjoying the cake; she was too small to know that you don’t eat cornbread for breakfast, Sunday morning breakfast at that. I watched her eat it and saw the glint of the sun on the golden corn. It did not look bad, and every salivary gland began a concerted attack on my resolution.

“Ruth,” I said, “give me a bite.” Now one bite at the crisp corn cake is fatal. There is some sort of gustatory magic that corn cake eaten slowly works. It must be that time permits the conversion of starch into sugar. I do not know the chemistry of it, but I know the experimental effects. Even the jaded appetite cannot be satisfied with one bite, eaten slowly so as to get the full effect from nostril to navel, and this particular bite set all my insides barking like a pack of hungry pups.

“Give me all of it,” I said, for there was no time to lose. Ruth was obliging, and by the time I had finished, I was filled with a great resolution and was not strong enough to carry it out. Here my surprise followed humiliation, and for once discipline taught me something, for I have never been too emphatic about what I would or would not eat.

Had I known it, I was participating here in large affairs. The threads and bits of color of the fabric of an era were coming bit by bit into view. One day my father announced that we were going to Boogerville, and so there was great stir and preparation. The occasion was that all the grown sons, Dave’s brothers and himself, were setting out for the land of promise, the new frontier which had moved into the Indian Territory, now Oklahoma. It sounded dangerous, as the unknown always does. We went into the wagon, arriving late, and found that other families were there to see the young men off to the new land. That night the children played base in the dark amid the fireflies while the older ones talked and were no doubt suitably sad. How the women loved sadness. But the mother of Dave and Tom was worthy of them. The next morning the departure took place, in wagons and on horses. I remember the mother sitting sternly in the middle of the front room from which position she did not move when the time came. She did not weep, and she did not say goodbye. Tom, who was older than Dave, came striding through, a powerful young man in boots, kissed his mother, and went out the front, where saddled horses were waiting.

“Tom,” she said, “remember what I told you.” All over America, for one hundred years, mothers had been sending their sons away. What was it that Tom’s mother wanted him to remember? What did mothers want their sons to remember when they set out for the West? Here I was witnessing the last words of the first act in the American drama. There was a mounting of horses, the cluck of wagons, and Dave and Tom disappeared along with others in the morning dust, leaving a great quiet behind. Fortunate mothers were those who still had a place in the West to send their grown sons.

Once more I saw Dave, several years later. He had come to Ranger, my father met him, and I had to go see him. He wore good clothes, his hands were soft, his manner quiet and assured. He had the calm and the unostentation of the successful gambler. He was a professional and no longer drove a mouse-colored mule. It was rumored that he had put a good number of local poker players under the bed, little boys who should’ve known better.

This community was very American, by which I mean of English, Scotch, and Irish extraction: Browns, Carrolls, Craigheads, Jones, Heatleys, Lambs, not a name that I could not pronounce. There were two exceptions, one a German living near us, and with unerring instinct, he had chosen a fertile little creek valley where he could grow things when others failed. He did grow things and was noted for his rich garden. It was the year of drought, and everything went before it. My father had some white pigs, but since there was nothing to feed them on, he turned them out to eat acorns and mesquite beans. The cotton that year got up—some of it—to six inches in height, and some of the stalks had one bowl right in the top. The pigs ate the cotton and impregnated their flesh so much with the taste of it that we could hardly eat the meat. These pigs went over to the German’s garden, and he put them in a pen to protect his precious vegetables. According to the law, my father would have to pay damages to get the pigs back. In those days every voting citizen had to work the public road, and my father and the German neighbor met at the road working. I remember it, and I recall that Ed Ward, later sheriff of Stephens County, was foreman. The German said, “Mr. Vebb them vite pigs as yours come mit in my garten, root ’em all up, everting. I put ’em up, in de pen, and you come git ’em and pay me von tollar for each.”

“Why God bless you, Fritz,” said my father, “you just keep the pigs. You are welcome to them. I wouldn’t give you a dollar for the whole outfit. They are yours.” My father meant it, but the hitch was that the German did not want the pigs, and there was no feed for them.

There was a great merriment among the road workers that day, and along toward night the German came and said, “Vebb, you come get them damned pigs. I don’t vant ’em.”

When I see the good roads in Texas today and recall how they were built under Gibb Gilchrist, who had—and exercised—supreme authority of the state, I cannot help but think of the inefficiency and boondoggling of the early precinct road builders. They came, one with the weeding hoe, another with a pick or an ax, and put in the day filling up holes in the road, cutting off the high stumps, and talking politics. It may have been good democracy, but it was poor engineering, and it is probable that as many man hours were devoted to roads in proportion to population as now.

But what I started out to explain was the novelty of the German. He was a wonder, this foreigner, and my curiosity about an interest in him had only one rival, and that was two Negro boys that Jeff and Ben Lamb had brought to their ranch. I had not seen a Negro since we left Waco, certainly not since we had been in Stephens County. Ben and Jeff Lamb were bachelors, reputed to have some wealth, and they had brought the two boys out to help on the little ranch. It was a dubious experiment because Negroes were not very welcome on the Texas frontier. I did not share this prejudice and could not rest until I had paid them a visit. One was much bigger than I, and he had distinguished himself by shooting off a finger with a six-shooter. The doctor had evidently tied the blood vessel with a string and the end of this string still protruded from the healed digit. The smaller boy had a little edge on me in age, but not enough to keep us from being companionable. He had money to spend and had bought a French harp which was all his own. We took turns playing it, and finally he decided to tear it up to see how it was put together. I protested vigorously, since my father had taught me deep respect for property. I wanted the wonderful French harp. “Don’t tear it up,” I urged. “If you are going to tear it up, give it to me.”

“Naw,” said my companion, “I kain’t give you dis French hahp. It cost money.” The reasoning struck me as a little odd, but there was nothing that I could do about it.

The best neighbors were the Craigheads, who lived on the Craighead Crossing of Brushy Creek, perhaps a mile forward on the Albany Road. Old man Craighead had a gray beard, a college education, and a reputation for cranky ways—three notable distinctions. It was a young man’s country then, filled with sons like my father who had migrated only a few years ago. In my youth an old person was something of a curiosity. A college education was more unusual still, for few people indeed had ever seen a campus. To be educated was to be peculiar, though the paradox was that every family believed in education—up to a certain point. The existence of the pioneer schools in every community proved it. There were two children who counted with me, Edgar, who was older, and Katie, who was younger. Tom was grown and didn’t count. They had books in their family, and Mrs. Craighead often read stories to us, until the father announced, “bedtime.” In the daytime Edgar and I explored Brushy Creek and found in the autumn the most luscious red haws which had the shape and flavor of apples. I wonder what they would taste like now.

One day my father went to Breckenridge on horseback but returned on foot, carrying his packages. “What is the matter?” asked my mother. “Where is your horse?”

“Oh,” explained my father, “I met old man Craighead walking to town after a sack of flour, and I let him take the horse.” My father had two horses, but Mr. Craighead had a herd of them which he rarely used. Many times, I have seen him walking the five or six miles to town, and back. He attended strictly to his own business and was most punctilious in seeing that other people did the same. He owned the Craighead pool, an everlasting hole of water known to all travelers along the Breckenridge-Albany Road. He did not fence the whole land but left it free to the public, a kind benefaction covered by his very crusty Scottish exterior. The road from the east passed along the side of a reddish mountain on the right, leaving the house on the left set well back from the road. The creek flowed almost at right angles to the road, but at the approach the bank was a high rock ledge that hung over the Craighead pool, and so the road turned north, passing under great pecan trees to a rocky, broad ford. Here was the picnic ground and camping place for travelers and freighters, and the ashes of campfires were all around. Mr. Craighead wanted all activities confined to this side of the creek, and any encroachment on the other side was likely to have an aftermath.

The Craighead pool was a godsend during that year of drought. Wagons with from one to four barrels in them came there to haul water. All tanks in the country had become sloughs of mud or white crust since wells had gone dry. Everybody was hauling water from the Craighead pool. The wagons with one, two, and three barrels would wait their turn as the men dipped from the rock and handed up the buckets. I remember one wagon that used to come through a gate just across the road and that hauled a total distance of six miles. One day a heavy rain fell while the man was at the waterhole, the tremendous rain that all were waiting for. His team was weak, and now the road was muddy, and so the man went home with empty barrels and a light heart. It turned out to have been a local shower with no rain at all where he lived.

Another drought scene I remember was a dry drive, an experience that Andy Adams has immortalized in The Log of a Cowboy. The cattle were being driven toward Albany, evidently to be shipped to a falling market before they starved to death. This was the year 1896, of panic, drought, and Grover Cleveland’s last year in office. The cattle started passing in the morning or about noon, and their moaning and lowing could be heard for the rest of the day because the herd had gotten out of control and lost all semblance of a herd. They came reeling along in bunches of fifty here, of a hundred there, with stragglers in between. The cowboys yelled, scolded, and swung their ropes from their sweaty horses. It was fascinating to watch, to see the next group come in a cloud of dust from where the German lived and disappear behind the mesquites of the little pasture where Bounce once surprised himself by catching a jackrabbit, one that was crippled. There were great doings at the Craighead hole that day. The cattle smelled the water when they got within a mile of it, and they rushed forward to strike it at the nearest place. That was the bluff where the dipping rock was and not the shallow ford. The cattle that reached it first might have stopped, but those behind would not permit and pushed them off the bluff. The cowboys could not prevent it. Once in, the cattle could not get out on that side, but had to cross to the opposite shelving bank, which landed them in Mr. Craighead’s field. The old man took charge on that side and gave all the orders that were necessary. The big cattle drives were about over, though it is said that the last herd went north in 1895. Here I was at the tail end of another frontier movement. This was not the real thing, for these cattle were being driven in a lane, but it was a fair imitation.

There are a few more significant memories here. I was recapitulating the evolution of my kind. I dug a cave and thought it the most marvelous habitation until Edgar Craighead, who was a little older, had refused to soil his clothes by getting in it. There were birds all around, and I located their nests—doves, mockingbirds, and scissor tails. I watched the eggs and later the miracle of new life, gaping mouths, and infantile ugliness which ordinarily would have in time become beauty and song. It never happened. A boy who shall be nameless came with the new idea. He suggested that it would be a good thing to kill all the birds. I became a savage and a murderer, and before the day was done, not a bird or an egg had escaped. Edgar came the next day, and I took him to see what we had done. He looked at the dead birds on the ground and, being a civilized person, expressed his horror at our deed. Instantly I was filled with remorse and there I took a step forward toward civilization.

A more pleasant memory is that of a squirrel hunt with my father on the little creek near where the Germans lived. The weapon was a double-barreled shotgun, a muzzleloader, and once both barrels went off and kicked my father over in the leaves. He had marvelous eyes and could find squirrels where I would never suspect them. It was my business to move noisily around on one side of the tree, and when the squirrel showed on the other, it was bang! And down the animal tumbled. That was a good day, offset by the time a turtle broke my fishhook in the tank. I was disturbed because I did not know whether a fishhook cost a nickel or five dollars apiece. It is miseries like these that keep childhood from being as happy as grownups think.

One day my father and I were coming from Breckenridge when we met a dozen men on horseback, each armed with a Winchester, or some other unconcealed weapon. They were my father’s friends and school patrons, members of the Heatley clan who lived beyond the Craighead crossing and a prairie dog town. Every community had its factions, and here was visual evidence. It seems that some member of the opposition had intimidated one of the younger Heatleys, and now the whole clan had taken it up and gone to town for a “meeting.” It seems that the other side did not want a showdown, and nothing happened. Shooting scrapes were not over, and nearly all young men carried revolvers, especially to social gatherings. Uncle Jackie Jones lived on a ranch to the south, and his grown sons and friends often passed, entering the gate across the road. These young men liked to bang their revolvers just for the fun of it when they were riding in. Uncle Jackie had been a trail driver and had once sold a herd on the northern market for an enormous sum in pure gold. The problem was to get it back to Texas. He put it in a belt next to his skin and kept a few coins in his pocket, which were generously mixed with tobacco crumbs. When he bought anything, he rummaged in his pocket sorrowfully, as if hunting for his last calling, and finally came out with a handful of tobacco crumbs from which he fished nickels, dimes, and quarters to pay for his purchase. There were many stories about Uncle Jackie, and most of them should have been sorrowful because he was a lean and dour man.

I have dwelt at length on this neighborhood because it was here that I received a host of vivid impressions. I saw the end of great things, migration, drought, armed clans, the dry drive, and men on horseback everywhere. I also ate cornbread for breakfast, loved Dave the gambler, and passed through the stage of savagery in the process of growth. I found out that all the world was not made up of white people with English names, for there was the German who talked funny and the Negro boys who looked funny [or different], and there was also a Yankee family nearby. The prejudice against Yankees was so strong that the sons of their family were never permitted to get far from the brush arbor at summer camp meetings, and if they did, the other boys promptly chunked them back.

Recently I went with J. R. Webb of Albany to this place where we lived to see what nearly fifty years had done to it. Gibb Gilchrist’s road builders have changed everything, laying a ribbon of hard surface across the country, missing the old ford and the sharp bend which carried the wagon road between the red hill and the Craighead place. The old dipping rock was there, not as clean as I remember it, and the pecan trees were not nearly as magnificent. J. R. told me that when the oil boom came, Old Man Craighead made a tidy sum by selling water by the meter to the oil well drillers, for it is still a dry country. The house and all sign of human habitation at what was then known as the Carroll place is gone, all save a few foundation stones. Grown mesquite trees grow where the cotton and cane would not during the dry year of 1894. I identified the place by the gate and two tall posts through which the Jones boys used to ride and through which the man used to come with four barrels to haul water from the Craighead pool. The country had shrunk up considerably.

The next two years were spent near Eliasville, where my father taught the Peach Creek school. This school was named for a creek, and the creek’s real name had been Pete’s Creek because a steer named Pete had ranged there. A steer might have ranged on that creek, but no peach grew there without much human assistance. The first year we lived in South Prairie, which consisted of a combination store, post office, and blacksmith shop, all presided over by Mr. Whitmire, who had gray hair, a mustache, and Kentucky goatee, and the most varied line of picturesque profanity in West Texas. Some composer could have found a theme for a great symphony just by listening to Mr. Whitmire. The Whitmire boys, both older than I, were my friends. In fact, the gang was five because Grover Whitmire had a brindle dog and I had Bounce, and the five of us were inseparable. It was in company with them that Bounce wrecked the red wagon by running away with it after the jackrabbit. I can still see the picture, the rabbit gamboling as only a jackrabbit can, Bounce running low to the ground, very earnest, the wagon turning over and over, and the three boys big-eyed with wonder.

My knowledge of the West was broadened slightly here by the fact that we lived on the high road which led to Oklahoma. People were leaving Texas in droves for the new land, and all day the wagons would rattle past, their white or brown sheets rocking down the hill by the Whitmire place and on toward South Bend and Graham. There were many on the return, often not so prosperous, and frequently they would stop at our place for water or ask for a night’s lodging.

The West was a powerful magnet, drawing off the young men from older settlements. Every spring or summer a great many young men would run away from home and go west to “be cowboys.” The break from home and family would often be occasioned by some effort at discipline on the part of the father. The son would bide his time, get together a little money, and on some Saturday go to spend the night with a friend. Instead, he would head west, and by the time his father discovered his absence, he would be sixty miles in the lead.

By this time my father knew everybody in Stephens County, which lay to the east, and he had taught many of these boys. More than once they stopped for a night’s lodging at our home, and on one occasion the father in pursuit came along three days later. There was one boy who got to the river, perhaps the Clear Fork of the Brazos at South Bend, to find it bank-full and unfordable. He knew his father was close behind, and he dared not turn back. He rode into the water and then turned in shallow water, coming out in a cove higher up. His father came, saw the horse tracks, which he knew, but he dared not follow further, and so the son got away to the west. What has become of the boys who ran away from home? Why has the lure gone? Is it because home and school are more pleasant, or is it because there is nowhere for a runaway boy to go?

It was here in this community that I became conscious of young men with an education. The one most frequently held up was Robert Hefner, who had gone away to some grand place called the University of Texas. He had not done it without a struggle, without much planning and hard work. I saw him once when he was home on vacation attending the Baptist meeting. I saw him again in Oklahoma City while attending a historical association meeting. I phoned him from the hotel, and he told me he would call for me and that I would know him because he would be driving a black Packard touring car. The man who came, however, was in a blue Cadillac roadster, and he explained that some member of the family was using the other car. He had grown up with Oklahoma City and had risen to be a member of the state supreme court. It was in his mother’s home that we lived at South Prairie.

Just a mile and a half away was the home of the older boy who had also gone to the University of Texas, and then to a place called Harvard. I did not see him then but went to his home, which was built on the line between Young County and Stephens County. His people came from Kentucky, and he told me that when he was growing up there on the frontier, his mother used to assign him lessons and shut him up in the house until he had learned. He had never gone to school until he went to Austin and took the admission examinations. It was here that he laid the foundation of the ornithologist by collecting bird’s eggs. He probably laid the foundation in mathematics and in astronomy, perhaps all because his mother turned him in the right direction. It is certain that he got his psychological set here which always caused him to be so deeply sympathetic with the taxpayers when he prepared his budgets for the legislature. It was also here that he began to doubt orthodoxy because he saw the poor cattle dying from hunger and thirst in the bogs along the Clear Fork. His name was Harry Yandell Benedict, the first Texan to become president of the University of Texas and one of the most civilized and humane men that Texas has ever produced.

About five miles away in another direction was the village of Eliasville, also on the Clear Fork of the Brazos. I remember this as a beautiful village with the business section under the bluff and the residences on high ground. The landmark, however, was the water mill, where people took their corn to grind so that small boys could, if necessity compelled, have golden corn cakes for breakfast when the flour gave out. There is no doubt that both Robert Hefner and Harry Yandell Benedict had some influence on me, though it would be difficult to say what it is. Both my parents believed in education, and talked of these two unusual young men, and I took in all I heard.

I cannot claim anything from a third man of this community because he was not yet born. His people lived there in Eliasville, related to the Prices, one of whom as I recall was the local physician. He grew to manhood in that same arid country and gave great promise, it is said, of becoming a professional baseball player. He became the first Texas-born president of the University of Texas, and his name is Homer Price Rainey. I have some knowledge of what the effect of life there was on Robert Hefner, Harry Yandell Benedict, and myself, but I have not yet discussed the matter with Homer Rainey.

It was at South Prairie and in the Peach Creek school that I began to read for myself. There was a third-grade reader with the red back (I’m going to see if I can dig it up from my mother’s library) which had marvelous stories. One was about Abou the Arab, who owned a fine horse. Abou was a Bedouin and his horse had to be of the best Arabian blood to do what he did. Abou and his horse were captured by another tribe and Abou was bound hand and foot while the horse was tied some distance away. Suddenly Abou felt the horse nuzzling him, urging him to get up and ride, but Abou could do nothing. Finally, the horse took Abou’s belt in his teeth and set out for home camp, for his own tribe. There was a picture of the horse at full speed carrying the man in his teeth. The noble animal laid his master down in front of his own tent and fell dead with exhaustion. It was great fun to read that story and cry. The lump in my throat would rise at a certain passage and the tears would come with the crash of the final curtain.

There was another story about Daniel Webster’s first debate. It seems that Daniel’s brother, Ezekiel, had caught a woodchuck, and there was a difference of opinion as to what should be done with it. Zeke had wanted to kill it because it ate the corn, but Dan wanted to turn it loose because it loved life. The case was argued before the father with Ezekiel prosecuting and Daniel defending. The prosecution was able, but the defense was an overwhelming appeal to sympathy which bowled the judge over, and he cried, “’Zekiel, ’Zekiel let that woodchuck go.” I do not think the eloquence of the young Daniel Webster (wasn’t he a Yankee?) appealed to me so much as the poetic rhythm of the judge’s instructions. I was beginning to develop a consciousness of words, though as yet I had no sense of their magical power.

From Graham my father brought home a magazine, the first I had ever seen. It may have been Harper’s. At any rate it was one of the good ones, a regular book with glossy paper and illustrations. I almost wore it out, though I could not read it all or understand much that I read. There was an article in it about Edgar Allen Poe, and I read enough of it to make some precocious comment, which elicited from my father one of his rather sparing commendations. Magazines and all reading matter were very scarce, and I still cannot see stacks of magazines without wishing that they could be gotten to some youth who wanted them as much as I did. That fall my father sold cotton at five cents a pound and I could pick fifty pounds a day.

Only a few things of importance happened the next year. The most important was that Bounce died. Once I got the better of my father. It was a drizzling day, and I wanted to accompany him on some errand, but he would not permit me to go. Shortly after he left, Mr. Key came by with his boys and dogs going pecan hunting on the river, and with much persuasion my mother consented to my going along. I took a flour sack and picked up a good quantity of the nuts. It was fun to rustle the leaves and hunt in the damp river bottom under the giant trees. I had a curious satisfaction of revenge on my father, though I had never read Ralph Waldo Emerson’s philosophy of compensation. It was much to my father’s credit that he pushed me out into the world, and he always seemed to have confidence in my ability to do things. Once he put me astride a horse on top of a sack of corn and sent me to the mill to have it ground. If the sack had fallen off, I could not have gotten it back on, but my father knew that some passerby would lend me a hand. How important I was, riding the three miles down the hill to the roar of the river as it came over the dam. I remember the old German miller was covered with meal, famous for his sense of justice and for making every customer wait his turn. The mill room was filled with the sweet, warm smell of grain dust, and the racket was so infernal that men yelled when they spoke or talked in signs.

The school year always ended with the picnic when everybody brought the best that could be provided, and all ate together. This year my mother was very ill, and therefore, no dinner could be prepared in my home. None was expected, but that did not help me. Here was another of my humiliations. Since we did not provide any dinner, I would not eat any, I reasoned. I would lose caste. And so, when noontime came and the cloths were being spread white on the green grass and the fried chicken and pies and cakes with icing were laid out, I fled to a nearby thicket to be alone in my misery. Finally, I was discovered and brought to the table. I am sure I ate my share, but there was no joy in it, not even the joy of eating cornbread for breakfast.

Don’t talk to me about the joys of childhood. They exist largely in the minds of adults. Children suffer pangs that grownups never dream of. Today I can rationalize myself out of any dilemma, escape any mental misery through reason and philosophy, but as a child I could do neither. There is no escape from the misery of children. The fact that the causes seem trivial does not help the child. They are not trivial to him. We were to move across Stephens County some thirty miles. I went down the draw, sat under the little live oak tree, and had one last look around at what remained of my dog, with the grass growing tall around him. Peace to his dust. “A man does not know the things he has told us without having trodden some queer by-ways,” according to Christopher Morley in John Mistletoe.

My father had been employed to teach the Veale School, which stood under the hillside near the church and not far from the post office of Lacasa, the first Spanish place name I had come in contact with. I did not know it was Spanish, but only that it was pleasant to the tongue. That was a hard year. On Christmas day my sister was born, the only dark-haired member of the family, the only one resembling my mother. Shortly thereafter came a cold Saturday. My father had determined to go to Breckenridge, twenty miles away, to cash his voucher and probably extend his credit. I was sent into the little pasture after the horse, and it was so cold that the air was blue with frozen, blowing vapor. It was getting colder all the time. My mother begged my father not to go, but he was a hard-headed man and did not believe in stopping for weather. He rode away on the twenty-mile journey. That night men and cattle froze to death all over Texas. We set a bucket of water on the hearth in front of the fire, and the next morning it was solid ice with a big bulge in the middle from expansion. The kerosene oil we had turned gray and thick, like bacon grease in August weather. John D. Rockefeller had evidently left a little moisture in it. The trip almost cost my father his life. His hat blew off, and when he dismounted to recover it, he was so cold he could not get back on his horse. By walking, he restored circulation, but shortly after his return, he went down with the first epidemic of malignant influenza. Men died that winter in great numbers, and my father hung between life and death, but finally recovered. I remember how anxiously we waited for the doctor, and how swift his team seemed to come along the country lane. The doctor had a warm overcoat and earmuffs and was working himself to death. His name was Gilbert.

There are a good many memories of the school and of the students, particularly of Turney McCleskey, a year or two my senior and a dashing, handsome boy that I looked up to and admired. Last year Turney’s youngest daughter and her husband walked into my office at the university, and she laid on my desk Turney’s report card made out in the strong, clean handwriting of my father. It was dated. Turney’s brother, Henry, was agent for two lurid publications, The Saturday Blade and The Chicago Ledger. I remember the bright red cartoons of an Indian chasing some children, and the little girl yelling in horror, “Laws a massa, Johnny, yonder comes an Indian.” Halford Bobo brought to school a piece of blue paper that would work magic. You could put it between two pieces of paper and write on it and what you wrote would appear on the under sheet. How full of wonder the world was. There was a little girl with freckles on her nose and crinkly red hair—it was more dark russet—who I thought about the most wonderful thing in button shoes. I never changed my mind until she grew up very rapidly while I remained an awkward boy.

I have all my life loved the post office, and with good reason, because most good things have come to me through the mail. Ever since I have been able, I have kept a box, and I still get a thrill by looking through the little glass window to see what chance has brought. You can always speculate on what lies there, a message from a distant friend, a publisher’s check, or some other demonstration of the magic of living. Window envelopes creep in, but one cannot be as excited about them as letters with strange handwriting or postmarks. It was at Lacasa that I got my first piece of mail, a landmark. We used Arbuckle’s Four X coffee, and Mr. Arbuckle had prizes for so many of his signatures which appeared on the package. My mother had given me enough signatures to “order something,” and the thing I chose was a book called Jack the Giant Killer. About two weeks later I went to Lacasa full of anxious expectation, but when Mr. Bradford, the postmaster, who like Mr. Spicer had a long beard, looked through the Ws, he had nothing for me. I was downhearted, and as if to make it worse, rain began falling. Then it happened, the book had come, addressed to W. P. Webb, but the postmaster had given it to W. P. Veale who was also there, and Mr. Veale discovered the mistake and returned the precious parcel while I was still at the window.

The book was on very slick paper with bloody red illustrations. Jack was a handsome youth of about my age, and the giant was most fierce with his naughty club and murderous face. My reading had now begun, and I recall some fairy story about Witch Crow and Barney Bylow. All that I remember is that the Witch Crow granted Barney a wish that he should always have a penny in his pocket. All he had to do was to wish for it, and there was the penny. The rub came when Barney wanted a larger sum, because the minute he put his hand on a dollar or even a quarter or a dime, it was reduced to the inevitable penny. One bright morning after a rain I found a dime in the public road.

I also became conscious of politics. The general election of 1896 at which William McKinley was chosen over William Jennings Bryan was held in November, and my father was one of the officials at the Veale School. I went over in the afternoon and felt the sense of excitement. Two men were arguing religion in the yard, one very calm and collected, the other excited and vociferous. He would shake his head, make his eyes stick out, gesticulate, and wave his arms. I was much impressed and told my father about it. He said that this was not argument, that the con man was getting the better of it, something I have never forgotten in arguments. Late that day news of the big shooting scrape near Breckenridge came in. Three men were killed, all known to my father. One of the men named Rampey had been out to our house, and I remembered him. This was the Rampey-Squires affair and had occurred at an election place. Populism was still in the air, and one of our neighbors was a Populist. He was a peculiar man with the sort of coyote grin on his face, and I noted that he did a very peculiar thing, carried his knife in his hip pocket. I concluded that this singular habit was a peculiarity of Populists. I never did like him because he was always having fun at my expense.

Will Lacey was a hired man with a black mustache, black eyes, and a constructive memory. Will was goodhearted, but a natural liar whose exploits always exceeded those of any other. His lies were utterly harmless, and you could always tell when he was pulling the long bow by the way his eyes danced. One Sunday he got very drunk and was most amusing. He let his “wages run” until he had $100 or $200, and then he would make a trip to Fort Worth or Dallas and come back broke. He always worked for J. H. Sudderth, who married his sister. Finally, Will set out for Montana or South Dakota and was never heard of again.

I now come to the last migration before we acquired our own home, an event which marks the beginning of a new chapter. This move took us to within five miles of Ranger, in Eastland County, and we attended a line school, Bullock, which actually was over the Eastland boundary. There was always something very interesting to me about these county boundary lines, and I found myself, like Tom Sawyer, always looking for some visible change. This move brought us into a section of the Cross Timbers, that anomalous tongue of post oak and blackjack growth extending from the Red River down to Central Texas. The soil is sandy with a red clay base. It is not as fertile as the black prairies on either side, but it holds moisture and will produce crops when the Blackland burns up. It is famous for sweet potatoes, watermelons, and peanuts.

Its sociological aspects are as remarkable as its physical character, as if a part of East Texas got isolated and moved over into the West. Actually, the geologists tell us, it is an outcrop of soil in the great slope from the Rockies to the Mississippi or the Gulf of Mexico. It is a sandy shingle slipped into the eastern roof of the Western Mountains, in many ways a bad shingle. The first comers to the Blackland, which was more productive of cotton, had better grass, and the soil was easier to put into cultivation. The Blackland was adapted to machine cultivation, but the Cross Timbers region was not. Its thick growth of dwarf timber made it terribly hard to clear, and it was years before the stumps rotted sufficiently to permit the use of riding plows and cultivating machines. The deep shade prevented the growth of grass, and what did grow was not as nutritious as the rich mesquite of the black prairies. Therefore, the cattle and horses were not as heavy or as fat. The people in the Blackland referred to the Cross Timbers country as the brush, the “shinnery,” or “the sticks,” and considered themselves as being more aristocratic and slightly superior. The roads were sand beds and, in those days, all but the main roads were very stumpy.

If anyone ever cares to make a statistical study, my guess is that he will find that the Cross Timbers produced more schoolteachers, country lawyers, preachers, and penitentiary inmates in proportion to size and population than any region of West Texas. A ranch boy wanted to stay on the ranch where he could ride horses and look after cattle. No boy with any ambition wanted to live in the Cross Timbers, and so many of them were determined to get away that they burned the midnight oil, sacrificed their youth, and paid any price necessary for the escape. Though I think the story of my escape is a little unusual, it may be typical of what others were doing.

I only remember going to school one year at Bullock. Charles T. Pettit, now an oilman in Dallas, was the teacher. His great ambition was to go to West Point, and all his thought was directed that way. He used to come swinging down the sandy road in military style, shoulders up, chin in, palms outward, so that the small finger of his swinging arm touched his trouser seam as it passed. At this time, I had decided to be a doctor, probably because Dr. Gilbert wore earmuffs in the blizzard, and one day when Charles Pettit asked the students to write down what they wanted to be, I was foolish enough to be honest. I should’ve said I wanted to be a farmer, a cowboy, a hired hand, or a good poker player. That would have left me one of the crowd because I remember that the larger boys used to go into the thicket north of the school and play cards during intermission. This unfortunate honesty fastened the nickname of “Doc” on me, which followed me as long as I remained in the community or in high school at Ranger. This nickname was torture, though it was mild compared to what some of the other boys had in the Ranger School which I attended a few years later.

That same winter my father taught the Merriman School and was away from home five days a week. That left me in charge, and responsibilities began to come upon me. I learned to drive the wagon and often went for my father or drove him to the place where he was boarding with the Brewer family. Once I was caught in a blizzard and snowstorm and had to remain over, and when I reached home on Monday or Tuesday, my mother was frantic with grief, imagining that I had frozen to death. I also learned to chop wood, a skill which was much employed in later years. We turned the sandy land to good account and planted a lot of watermelons. In the summer I took a load to the market and found myself in competition with the grown young man who had brought a big load from the Blackland. He remained at the wagon waiting for customers to come, but I went into the stores and advertised my wares with the result that I sold out long before he did and felt quite proud of myself.

During the vacation an event happened that altered the whole family life. My father got a job with the Texas and Pacific Railroad and in an accident broke several of the bones in his foot. Word came for me to go for him, and I harnessed the team and made the drive. He had been carried to Strawn on the train, and the company physician had put the foot in a plaster cast. The men put him in the wagon, and we drove home. He walked with two crutches for a time, then with one, and with a cane the rest of his life. He never ceased to suffer because the bones were crushed until they never knit properly. He sued the railroad and employed Ben M. Terrell of Fort Worth as his attorney. The case dragged on for years but finally was settled in favor of my father. The amount he received, after expenses were paid, was small, but it came at a good time. The fact that my father had sued the railroad set him apart, and there was much envy and even intimation that he was only pretending to be injured. Anyone who could have known how much he suffered could have had no doubt.

My desire to read was ranging far, and I was devouring all the old books, mainly schoolbooks, that I could find in the home library. There was a tradition of reading in the family, and we always took the Dallas News in those days. Some neighbors two miles away took the Youth’s Companion, and I walked over and brought back an armful—all I thought I could get away with. The stacks contained the heroic character Frank Merriwell and his less heroic friends and perfectly villainous rivals and enemies. I do not know how I got these books, but I have a faint recollection of talking some transient scrawny man with a covered wagon and an irresponsible disposition out of them. It matters not. These thrillers set my mind aflame and stirred my imagination as nothing ever had. An opium eater never wanted his drug much worse than I craved more of mine. Frank was the perfect young man. He attended college, Yale at that, but he seemed to spend more time winning baseball games and all the other extramural honors than in studying. Of course, he excelled in his studies. He was surrounded by a group of less perfect young men, each of whom had the same reaction to every situation. Bart, the bad-tempered catcher, always growled, another frowned. There was a fat one who furnished humor and another who got his words twisted in the same comic way. When he intended to say that he wanted to go away to some cozy nook, he would produce peals of laughter by saying “to some nosey cook.” My mother became alarmed, but to her credit I must say she did not drive me to the barn. From this so-called trashy literature, I got my first desire to go to college, a desire without which I never would have gone. I am sure I could not read a page of this stuff now, but the perfect Frank Merriwell rendered me some service, and I have never forbidden any boy any book he wanted to read. Who knows the source of inspiration? It was this insatiable desire to read, and to write, that shaped the whole course of my life, as I shall explain later.




CHAPTER 2

Life Turns on a Dime

It is evident that my father’s accident may have had much to do with our next and last move. He had grown tired of teaching and wanted to acquire a home of his own and land to farm. The day of the fighting schoolteacher was over, and my father must’ve known that age, if not inclination, would at length make such methods as his undesirable. He was always a person of enthusiasm for what he believed in, and I have faint recollections of his coming home and imparting to my mother that we were going to make the adventure.

By the year 1902 most of the land in the open country had passed into private ownership. There was still plenty of brush country unfenced, some school land, some railroad land, and some of unknown ownership. It seemed that I was in on the tag end of all the frontier life, and now I was to be in on the very end of homesteading, of having the land fresh from the hand of God. Not only was this still an acquired portion of the Texas public domain in the Cross Timbers, but it was the least desirable there, the most remote, the farthest from any school, church, and town. For example, the land we took was equal distance from three schools, which also served as churches, and it was three miles from each one. This was because the first comers had taken the better land and then built the schools and churches for their own convenience.

It must have been late summer or early autumn when we made the beginning. At any rate, it was a dark day with spitting rain that my father and I went in the wagon to Ranger, where we met Jim Pace, who was able to help haul the lumber. No member of the family except my father had ever seen the site of our future home. Jim Pace had a powerful team of bad horses which he handled like a master, but he never dared leave them for a minute without dropping the traces. Jim and my father had known each other as boys in Mississippi, and they stuck together through thick and thin. Some years later Jim came to this place where we were hauling the lumber that day, and he came long before daylight to tell my father that he had emptied a shotgun into a troublesome son of a neighbor. This was a new experience for Jim, and he wanted my father’s advice as to what to do next. My father telephoned Walker Sayle, the sheriff in Breckenridge, and while Walker was riding the twenty-five miles, my father and another neighbor kept Jim in the middle of the big field where they made it convenient to find work. It so happened that the work that day was in the vicinity of a haystack, and it is probable that a couple of shotguns, a Winchester, and one or two revolvers were handy. Fortunately, Jim had merely shucked the outer cover off the ribs of the young man, who as soon as able would improve the standing of the community by leaving it. The dispute was over a fence line, one which Jim Pace had established years earlier and did not propose to have it tampered with by a newcomer. The grand jury agreed that Jim was right, though individual members may have deprecated his marksmanship.

The lumber was loaded on the two wagons, which had been stripped down to the running gear. Windows, cheap doors, and kegs of nails were thrown on top, and the team started on the nine-mile journey, mostly by a sandy road. Finally, we left the lanes and followed a dim road which wound through thick brush. Night was coming on, and my father was uncertain where to unload the lumber because he had not troubled to select the site. We came to an open space of perhaps a quarter of an acre, enough to stack the lumber on without using the axe. My father jabbed his crutch down and said, “this will do, right here.” It was the same method in which Andrew Jackson is said to have decided the location of the Treasury Building in Washington, except that Andy used a cane. The lumber was unloaded in the rain.

The pine boxed house was finished within a week or ten days, and we moved into the new home. My mother was not very happy about it, but her attitude was always negative and fearful where my father’s was eternally positive and courageous. Like all pioneer fathers, and unlike the modern ones, he made all the decisions. One extreme is as bad as the other.

The block of land on which we settled contained a section, 640 acres, and in taking it my father had formed a partnership with W. H. Goforth. We were not buying the land, and we were not homesteading in the sense of taking up government land. The situation in Texas differed from that and other states because Texas retained its own public domain when it entered the Union. It never did adopt the homestead law but sold land at a very low price or gave it to schools and railroads.

This land had not been taken because it had an owner, one Phil S. Lehman, probably of New York. We never did look him up, and in fact we lived in anxiety for years for fear we would find him or he us. We were taking possession under the Texas preemption law. This law provides that if you hold land in peaceful possession, live on it for ten years, and pay back-taxes as well as current taxes, it is yours. It was agreed that my father would occupy the land, perfect the title in his own name, and transfer Mr. Goforth’s share in due course. This plan was carried out, and in the end, Mr. Goforth got three-quarters and we the one on which the house was located. In a way this was fortunate because our quarter joined a quarter section of railroad land on the north which we eventually bought at three dollars an acre from the Texas and Pacific Railroad Company. This was the last block of vacant land in that whole country, and we were lucky to get it. In the interval between our moving there and the purchase of the T. P. acreage, all the vacant land had been taken. The half section made us a comparatively large landowner because most people owned only a quarter.

Mr. Goforth was a jovial man, a little fleshy in the middle, with ruddy complexion and full mustache. He was even-tempered, keenly intelligent, and very methodical. He was one of the first settlers, and though I do not know when he came to Stephens County, he was there during the drought of 1886. He came from Carolina, and had a most wonderful brother-in-law there, if we can judge by the stories. He told these stories while we were building a fence around the section of land about two years after we took possession. We will call the brother-in-law “Tom.” Tom was a coon hunter, and one night he was out with the hounds and, after a chase, they treed the coon. It fell to Tom’s lot to climb the tree and push the coon out for the waiting, anxious dogs. Tom lost his footing but caught with his hands on a limb where he hung, unable to pull himself up again. “I can’t make it,” said Tom. Then, after a pause, “what shall I do?”

“Pray,” said some wag on the ground.

This was a novel course for Tom, and after considering it awhile, he asked, “What shall I say?”

His advisor was a little uncertain but suggested that he say something about God.

Tom looked at the coon above him and the panting anxious dogs below looking up. Finally, Tom said, “Well, hold the dogs, by God, I’m coming.”

Once Tom got drunk, and it happened to be on the day that the stars fell, and that the world was to come to an end. The world did not come to an end, and some wags waited until Tom began to wake. Then they stretched a green cowhide over him and put burning straw on the cowhide. Tom woke with this inferno around him, his nostrils filled with the stench of burning leather and hair, and he muttered, “Just as I expected, I’m in hell.”

Mr. Goforth did not want the three-quarter sections of land for himself, but for his three grown sons, and so at length the section was cut into four-quarters to become actual or potential homes. Critics of those who have studied the frontier and its influence closest have maintained that the theory of the frontier outlet is false. The argument of these critics hardly deserves attention in face of the abundant facts against them. Here was my father and here were Mr. Goforth’s three sons, all of whom became landowners by the simple process of fencing land and living on it, and what they were doing many others did as long as there was free land. In less than twenty years oil development began in Stephens County, and all four of these landowners either sold or could have sold their property for a sum sufficient to make them independent for the rest of their lives. Without the frontier all of them could not have owned homes, and none of them could have become very prosperous.

Those of us who settled those places did not feel somehow that we were getting something for nothing. What we were aware of was the hard labor required to develop the land, the difficulty of providing money for fees, taxes, fences, and tools. There was never any surplus money for amusement. My father continued to teach, and shortly after we built the house, he went to teach his last term at Merriman School, where he had made quite a reputation as a teacher and as a disciplinarian. He left us in the middle of 640 acres of brush country, a good half mile to the next neighbor. It was decided that year that I should not go to school. Lots had been built for the stock, though the section had not been fenced and so I spent much time hunting the horses. A hired hand came to clear the land, and though I was only eleven, I was supposed to help. My father came home on weekends, not infrequently walking the thirteen miles, and he usually came in a bad humor about what the hired hand had done and, I suspect, what I had not done. We would work on Saturday and he would return to school on Sunday. We nibbled away at the post oaks and live oaks with axe and grubbing hoe, and gradually enlarged the clearing around the house for a field. There was not water available, and we hauled from an earthen tank a mile away.

During the next four years I became a man so far as responsibilities and work were concerned, and I skipped my youth and the good times enjoyed by many boys of my acquaintance. My father had the utmost confidence in me, in my ability to handle a team and an axe, and even to transact business. The fact that he was away from home five months in the year left me the “man” of the place. As I had no brothers and no male kith and kin in twenty miles, I drove the team all over the country, hauling feed, water, and wood, loading logs I could not lift, doing by ingenuity what I could not do by strength. It was in these years that I learned to depend on myself, to find a way, because when my father sent me to do something, he did not expect me back until I had done it.

On the whole I was faithful to most trusts, but left alone for a week, I had neither the strength nor the inclination to stick to hard work all the time. I had a dog named Shep, who could not hold a light to Bounce in my affections, but who was a rabbit dog. Shep hunted all the time, and hardly a day went by that he did not tree a rabbit. I could not resist his yelping cry for help in such an emergency, and I always went to twist or cut the rabbit out. That section of land still must have many trees on it with the holes that I cut in them, and before some wolf hounds killed Shep, we had made our mark on about all the hollow trees that a rabbit could find refuge in. It was this experience that broke me from eating rabbit for all time because in certain seasons the rabbits were diseased, and the sight of this turned my stomach from rabbit meat forever.

This experience in driving alone through the country made an indelible impression, and it all comes back to me when I see a small boy driving along a country road. I know something of the thoughts and dreams that run through such a boy’s mind.

At Christmas my father came home for the holidays, and we spent the time clearing land and piling the brush. One night we set the piles on fire, and the flames lit up the entire stumpy clearing, the rude box house surrounded by impenetrable brush. In the summer he came in time to put in the first crop, and the task of plowing new ground and cultivating among the stumps and sprouts was a numbing one. We also rented land, and so there was work in the crops or in clearing new ground all the time.

Not a month or a year went by that it did not become a better place, though it was always one of toil. With the help of Mr. Goforth, we dug a tank on our own land, cut a road through the brush to it, and now had water for the stock and also for the barrels in the wagon, and had it on our own land. Father let a contract to drill a well in the yard, and a limited amount of water was struck at 105 feet. To supplement this, he had a well dug by hand, a very big affair extending through the red clay, and here water was struck at about thirty feet. The two wells supplied enough for domestic use, but we always had to be economical. My father’s experience in the semiarid country was such that, even to the last, when he had an abundance of water, he would never take more than was necessary in a basin. These two wells presented me a practical problem. Would I expend less energy in walking twenty feet and drawing water from a depth of one hundred feet than I would in walking one hundred feet and drawing the same amount of water from twenty-five?

There are many grim stories about the shortage of water in the West. One was about the man who had lived on his claim until he managed to sell it to a newcomer. He loaded his belongings on the wagon, hitched his team, and set out for the East. After he had driven one hundred yards, he stopped, got a zinc bucket, and returned to the cabin. He took a bucket of water from the barrel, which had gone to the new owner, and with some exertion threw it on the roof and rushed inside. “What on earth are you wasting that water for?” demanded the new owner. “Well, I know I shouldn’t, but I have been curious ever since I built that house three years ago to know if the roof leaks, and I wanted to find out before I leave.”

So, in naming improvements, I put the water supply first. We cut logs and built a corn crib and a smokehouse. The house was enlarged and painted. As I look back on it, all I can see is that my father had the same spirit that Per Hansa had in Giants in the Earth. All his thoughts were in the place, and no problem was too hard for him to tackle, and usually solve. In the meantime, the stumpy clearing was pushed back, slowly and relentlessly.

My father often said that he had just enough education to be a good farmer. How good he was I never realized until I approached the subject through books. At that time there was only one decent fruit orchard in all that country, and most of the people thought that fruit trees would not grow there. My father thought differently, and one of the wisest moves he made was to put in peaches, plums, pears, apples, and grapes. The trees came in January when he was away, but he arranged with the neighbor to help me put them in. He wanted all the trees set far apart and checked so that the plow could move in any direction. He studied the soil, saw that it was sandy on top with a red clay base. The sand caught all the water that fell, and the clay held it not too far below the surface. In a few years he was the outstanding fruit farmer in all that country and in an ideal position. The coal mining district was twenty miles to the east, and to the north and west was the black land covered in mesquite, and the alkali country where fruit could not grow. He had two markets, and he had them almost alone. I have seen wagons driving to our place from thirty miles away to load with peaches, plums, and apples, and it seemed that those who came were so hungry for fruit that they ate almost as much as they bought.

He still grew some cotton, but proportion was less each year. About the time we moved there, the boll weevil crossed the Rio Grande and started north. On Sundays the young people would gather in the houses and sing the ballad of the boll weevil.

My father, however, was following boll weevil’s progress in the Dallas News and calculating the rate of his movement northward. He bought more fruit trees, and put in more feed and garden, and when the boll weevil arrived in Stephens County, he was out of the cotton business entirely. I have heard him say that he figured it out, and I know that, if he didn’t, he was plain lucky. The boll weevil did not touch him. He had also mastered the rudiments of dry farming and practiced it when it was unheard of by his neighbors. I have seen him make good crops of corn when others failed because he put the rows wide apart, and always planted peas in the middle after the crop was laid. He rotated his crops carefully, and every particle of fertilizer from the stock lots went into the fields, with the results that his land grew better and more productive each year. Had all farmers followed his methods, Texas would be today more fertile, and the government would not need to concern itself too much with farm programs so far as conservation and diversification are concerned.

All of these things made little impression on me then because I was coming to hate the farm, and everything connected with it. I hated the long hours, the dirt, the toil, the sweat, and the absence of leisure to read. My schooling was for four years most irregular and may be passed over lightly. I think I first went to the Oakley School and then to Veale, walking three miles or more to each for three or four months. I worshipped the schools and adored the teachers.

It was at the Oakley School, three miles southwest, that the incident took place which caused me to go to Wayland to be tried before my father’s old friend, Riley Hodges. Ms. Lena Langford, a very prim and proper person, was the teacher. She weighed about ninety-six pounds in winter wear, was exacting, human, and competent. She was not, however, a fighting schoolteacher and thereby hangs the court tale. One afternoon just before school let out, Frank Oakley and Ross Barnes, the largest boys and both very strong, had a dispute which they agreed to adjourn for settlement outside. The result was about the roughest bear fight I ever saw just outside the door. The next day Ms. Lena called them in, told them they should be punished, that she was not physically able to punish them unless they were willing, and asked them what they wanted to do about it. Ross said he was willing to “take his” if Frank would, but Frank gave it as his deliberate opinion that he was too big to be whipped. I believe Frank quit school, but Ross, under parental direction, continued. Word of this got around, and from some source charges were preferred. The constable came to take evidence from a boy named Jim Bostwick and myself, the two next oldest boys. Now it had happened that a month earlier Jim and I had had a rock fight at a safe distance with no harm done to either side. We both had accepted the punishment meted out, which was in accord with the damage, and had resumed reasonably friendly relations.

When Frank and Ross had to pay a fine, our fracas was recalled, and someone else reported the incident to the Wayland officer. Jim’s father was an unlettered man and wanted to pay off. My father was very angry with me for starting a criminal career this early, but he was underneath more indignant at what he considered reopening a case that had been settled. He persuaded Mr. Goswick to join him, and they hired Earl Connor of Eastland to defend us for a fee of ten dollars, which was something less than the proposed fine. While the case was pending, I walked warily around my father, who was secretly enjoying himself but did not let me in on his pleasure at all.

I do not remember the season, but the day of the trial was stunning as most days in West Texas were and are. Bright and early the team was hitched to the wagon and we set off for the ten or twelve-mile drive to Wayland, which I had not seen for ten years. The two grim fathers rode on the front seat with their erring offspring in the rear. We drove right into the yard of the Riley Hodges home because, as justice of the peace, he held court in his own front room. It was really a gala occasion, and when we arrived the yard was full of buggies and saddle horses of the officials and witnesses. Riley Hodges, blacksmith, Baptist preacher, and justice of the peace, was a little grayer and sterner than when I last saw him. The children and I had grown up, some of them I thought with surprisingly pleasant results. Earl Connor, who was to defend us, was still young and very striking in his dark suit, snow-white shirt with cuffs that he let protrude from his coat sleeves, and coal-black smart mustache. The prosecutor was the county attorney, E. J. Power, from Breckenridge. He was young too, but in my opinion not as engaging as my defender. Not a one of these men was not a longtime personal friend of my father. Miss Lena was present as the chief witness, with her wealth of golden hair braided and coiled in a frame for her small head. She looked prim and competent. Then there was the constable who served the court and had gotten us into this by consulting us about the Oakley-Barnes fight. He was nervous and ill at ease, like the principals.

The justice took his seat, the court was called to order by the constable, and the trial was on. For some reason it was decided to try me first. Prior to this the constable had decided, apparently without knowledge or authority, that I was to be tried before a jury, and so away he went in a gallop to summon six good men and true, and in a short time they began to appear one by one. My father looked them over and didn’t like the prospect. Then he looked at the judge who had been his friend and lent him his six-shooter. My father whispered to Earl Connor, who rose and respectfully addressed himself to the court as follows: “If it please your honor, we wish to try the case before the court.” The jurors were dismissed.

The prosecution presented one witness, and then Miss Lena took the stand. I can see her now, sitting on a chair which stood on a goods box with the spectators and lawyers all around. She answered the questions as they were asked, said we took the punishment she prescribed, and finally stated with quiet emphasis that she considered that she had done all that was necessary in the case. Earl Connor arose and said, “Your honor, the defense rests.” The county attorney said, “Your honor, I move that the case be dismissed.” The judge said, “Case dismissed.” The formality of dismissing Jim’s case was gone through and the comic farce was over. I was again free.

Here I was back at the scene of my first theft, where I had taken a nail from Mr. Spicer’s store. The field was there where I planned to throw the nail, and over to the west the Stealeasy Mountain looked as romantic as ever. It was good to see Wayland again after so long a time, and I was so under the spell of it that I spent the next Sunday writing an account of my return, making no allusion at all to the occasion for it, and giving it the title of “Back Home.” I sent this to the Breckenridge Democrat, and much to my delight and surprise, editor E. W. Davenport published it. It was the first of my writing to see print, and it marks definitely an early inclination.

Editor E. W. Davenport belonged to the Davenport tribe, which was very numerous in Eastland County and Stephens County. The family was so numerous in Eastland that on one occasion the public suddenly discovered that nearly all the political offices were held by this connection, and at the next election they were all promptly thrown out, popular and able as they were.

Editor Davenport was very generous, as his publication of “Back Home” proves. He would publish almost any letter, taking pains to correct spelling and punctuation. He had one illiterate correspondent who kept him well supplied, and everything went well until this letter writer ran for office, on the ticket which editor Davenport opposed. On this occasion the letter appeared just as it was written, spelling, punctuation, and grammar all cockeyed. This letter proved the writer incompetent to hold office, and he was defeated, and very angry. Once editor Davenport hired a tramp printer and later fired him, whereupon a row ensued. Finally, editor Davenport threatened to “post” the printer. “Post and be damned,” said the tramp, “I can walk out of your circulation in thirty minutes.” For these two stories of the frontier newspaper office I am indebted to the editor’s nephew, Harbert Davenport, who worked on the Democrat before he became a lawyer.

It is not my purpose here to tell my own story, but to tell the story of boyhood in a certain region of Texas. Therefore, I occasionally digress to speak of things that did not happen to me, such as the Davenport episodes and the story of Bill Kittrell of Eastland. When Bill was fifteen, he ran away from home, going west to make his fortune. He claims that the alligators in the Texas and Pacific Railroad Park at El Paso blighted his whole career. Bill caught a freight at Eastland and managed to make it the three hundred miles to El Paso. He heard of the alligators and went to look at them. Bill was not the first boy to do that, and when the El Paso officers got word that some boy on the Texas and Pacific had started west, they immediately went to the alligator pond because that place had an irresistible lure for any boy who lived west of the Sabine.

Bill saw a very sad individual whose belts hung slightly awry, approaching him with a disengaged air. He was unhurried, casual, even friendly. He engaged Bill in conversation, first about the alligators, and then on other topics. “Son, where do you come from?” asked the man.

Bill could not think of any town that wasn’t Eastland except Rising Star. “I’m from Rising Star,” Bill said.

The next question was more disturbing. “Did you happen to meet anybody named Bill Kittrell on your way here?”

“No sir!”

“Well, I’m sorry. I sure want to find Bill. I got a telegram saying his mother is dying and she wants to see Bill before she goes.”

In telling the story, Bill said “I caved in right there. That officer reached over, took me by the ear, and said: ‘Come on, you little son of a bitch, you’re going to take the next passenger train back home. He bought me a ticket, gave me a meal, and saw me on the train home, and so I lost my fortune because of the alligators.’”

Who knows what a boy’s fortune turns on? As the man looks back at the boy and youth, he sees many turning points, and the most important things of this life seem to have hung on the thin thread of chance and circumstance. I think Mark Twain wrote a satire on this topic, but it shall not stop me from telling a strange story of life’s turnings. I have a theory, however, that these high moments of decision and destiny have behind them the impelling force of desire. A million things happen to us and around us, and we move through them in the direction of our desire, refusing a thousand, stumbling upon the one, or by some unconscious act attracting it to us. It seems that the individual is pitched out into the world like a spinning gyroscope. He is given a course by the forces of environment and heredity. He wobbles, he spins, he deviates, but he swings back in the general direction, and finally arrives at a position that surprises him, in a position of trust or a trusty. As he looks back, he sees the accidental chances which brought him there.

Now for the illustration. My father made a remark when I was very small that he wanted me to be an editor. I did not know what an editor was, but his remark made me curious about this occupation. It gave me a tendency toward newspaper offices, but it was a long time before I saw one. In the meantime, I had become a reader, devouring everything in the home and anything that could be wangled out of the neighbors.

For example, I had made tentative beginnings toward criminality. I had picked up the nail in the Spicer store and had been tried and acquitted in a justice court by the time I was fifteen. Here was ample evidence for any historian or psychologist to show that the bent twig makes a crooked tree. The whole point is that I did not like a criminal career. The punishment of returning the nail and being acquitted was greater than the gain or satisfaction of my peccadilloes. My inner gyroscope was set spinning in another plane, and it was in that plane of my desire that I met the almost unbelievable genie of chance and lucky circumstance.

This story has to do with a newspaper office, The Sunny South, a thin dime, and a strange man in New York, and their relation to an awkward, growing boy on a sandy land farm in the Cross Timbers of West Texas. It was the boy’s love of reading, his aspiration to write, to live with books that brought these scattered factors together in a conspiracy of luck and chance. But behind the chance was the fact that the gyroscope was spinning in the plane of these factors.

My reading habits were most impolite. I would go to visit a neighbor, find a book, and spend most of the day reading, to the disgust of my host. One day I rode over to visit the Barnes boys, found a tattered copy of Huckleberry Finn and read it on horseback all the way home. Since I was the only boy in the community who had such pernicious social habits, I was considered a little queer, and perhaps a little upstage. I ransacked my father’s books and found great pleasure in reading J. Dorman Steele’s Fourteen Weeks in Natural Philosophy, which later became physics. He had all of Sir Isaac Newton’s laws of motion written in italics and in a rhythmic form never equaled by the later scientists. I memorized all of them.

Steele had some other books, but they were not as poetic as the physics, and I did not spin in their direction. I found a volume of Shakespeare, which I felt duty bound to read, and I memorized long passages, particularly, “Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears.” As a result of all this reading I picked up a big vocabulary and poor pronunciation because I was unreasonable enough to pronounce the words as they were spelled.

I would not exactly steal a book, but I did let myself in for the rarest treat by writing a publisher of the Williams school readers asking for sample copies as if I were a teacher. They came through with publisher promptness, and I reveled in John Ruskin’s The King of the Golden River, Hans Christian Andersen’s The Ugly Duckling, and other masterpieces. I was so stirred by The King of the Golden River that I stated to my father one day when we were walking, that “if I could write something like that, I would be willing to die.” He was a practical man and never missed a chance to give me a little encouragement. He had a word for any proposal which struck him as particularly absurd, and he used it on this occasion, making it more emphatic by adding my name. “Shocking, Walter!”

I still think that the pleasure of writing that beautiful story would be more than equivalent to that of an ordinary lifetime. Along with this love of reading went a love of books. There was a delicious odor about a new book that is indescribable. I loved the soft paper, still a little sticky with fresh ink and the delightful crackling sounds that a virgin book gives off when opened for the first time. In my imagination I possessed a library greater than I had ever seen. It was a room, a very large room, with a desk and shelves around all the walls filled to the very ceiling. Everything was in perfect order—and you ought to see mine now. My father did have more sympathy than he showed for my aspirations. He bought me a four-volume encyclopedia with “A” on the first volume and “Zymost?” on the last. It was as much as their lives were worth for younger children to handle my books. Here was the spiritual world in which I was living, far removed from the physical and social world around me.

It was that chance remark of my father’s, made much earlier, about wanting me to be a newspaper editor, that sent me to the newspaper office. One day in Ranger I found myself in front of the first newspaper office I had ever seen, and I wandered in to take a look. The editor’s name was Williams, and he was writing something on an Oliver typewriter. O. Henry once said that the popular notion that an editor had a wastepaper basket was pure fiction. The editor, said O. Henry, simply threw all the things he did not want into a corner. It certainly was so in this small office. In one corner was a great pile of newspapers, most of them with the wrappers still on them. I in some way decided that they were not important and, being rather emboldened by previous efforts to find reading material, screwed up my courage to ask the editor if I might have some of the papers that he did not want. He was agreeable, and I spent several minutes in the stack, laying aside everything I thought I could get away with.

Among those I took were several copies of The Sunny South, published in Atlanta, Georgia. There is still no doubt in my mind that this was one of the best papers published at that time. It had a decided slant toward the lost cause and was destined to pass as soon as the Confederate veterans gave way to a new generation. But it was more than a plaintive wail in regional journalism. It was publishing the works of the best American authors, Joel Chandler Harris and Opie Read, British writer Arthur Conan Doyle, and the travel articles of both Frank G. Carpenter and Frederick J. Haskin. It was a weekly, well edited, printed on good paper with numerous illustrations and little advertising.

By the time I had read my panhandled copies, I knew that life would not be complete without The Sunny South. There was a fascinating publisher’s notice offering the paper for three months for ten cents.

Here enters the thin dime. Now it happened that I did not have the dime, and I knew how hard money was to come by. My father was away teaching, and I did not have to approach him with such unnecessary topics as money. As I look back, I rather think he would have provided it, but it did not occur to me to turn to him, even though I knew he handled all the money. Late one night after the younger members of the family had gone to bed and all was quiet, I laid the case before my mother, and there must have been something very earnest in my argument. I remember her getting up, walking across the room, and after rummaging in one of the small boxes in which she put things like a pack rat, coming up with a worn dime. I don’t know what all that dime bought in its long career, but I know it never bought more than on this occasion. That was the high point in the dime’s career, as it turned out, and mine.

The Sunny South came for three months, and at the end of that period the whole family, all readers, were in love with it. There was never any trouble about subscription money until the end of its days. There was a reader’s department for letters, and as the desire to write was stirring, I sent a brief letter in which I spoke of my desire for an education and to be a writer. I signed my middle name, Prescott, because it was the name of an uncle who was something of a writer. In time my letter appeared in the paper, my second break into print, and I was again thrilled.

It must have been in April that the man from New York appeared. He came in direct response to my brief letter, and in the greatness of his heart, reached 1,800 miles from the great city to touch with magic and opportunity a boy sitting in a field of young corn in Texas. He did not come himself, but he sent a letter. By this time a rural route had been put in, and we got mail every day by walking a mile to the road which was good enough for the United States Postal Service to accept. My sister went to the mailbox that day, and when she returned along the lane, I and my father were resting, for it was late in the evening and the day had been long. The corn was a foot high, the light green of a new crop in sandy land. I had never seen such a white envelope, or such striking handwriting. There was a wax seal on the back, red wax with an initial stamped on it. It was not a flimsy letter, but stiff, and it bore the postmark of Brooklyn, N.Y. I had received letters before, but never anything like this one.

I opened it very carefully—I know because I still have the letter and the envelope. It was stiff because it contained a magic picture. As you looked at it, you saw the recently crowned Edward VII, without his crown. At the bottom was a tab with the word “pull” on it. When you pulled, a slit of cardboard moved from the top to the bottom and, as it did, so it transformed the uncrowned prince into the King of England. It was magic because you could see nothing but the slit, but its magic was not comparable with the bold message written on note paper which corresponded with the rich envelope. That letter wrought a transformation and crowned an ambitious young boy with a sense of obligation and opportunity.

Since my letter to The Sunny South was signed only with my middle name, how did the letter reach me? The postmaster in Ranger was an ex-Confederate named Griffith. He handled The Sunny South which bore my full name and read my paper before I got it. So, when the letter, dated May 16, 1904, with the name “Prescott” came, he sent it to me. The letter read:

Dear Junior:

I am a reader of the “Sunny South” and noticed your letter in the “gossip corner.”

I trust you will not get discouraged in your aspirations for higher things, as you know there is no such thing as fail in the lexicon of youth. So keep your mind fixed on a lofty purpose and your hopes will be realized as I am sure, though it will take time and work.

I will be glad to send you some books or magazines (if you will allow me to) if you let me know what you would like.

Yours Truly,

Wm E. Hinds

489 Classon Ave.

Brooklyn, New York

I never met William E. Hinds, but my connection with him remained unbroken until his death in 1912. In that period, he placed every trust and confidence in me, asked me to write him long letters as practice. I did not do as much of this as I should have because I found it difficult to know what to say. He first sent a book about Henry Morton Stanley in Africa, and Sherwin Cody’s four little red books, “Writing and Speaking the English Language.” More important than this, he sent magazines, all that even the most avaricious reader could desire, the best that America produced, and he kept them coming until I entered high school in Ranger. First came The American Boy, which was in a class by itself. Later came Joe Mitchell Chapple’s National, which featured life in Washington, and Orison Swett Marden’s Success, which was calculated to fan even a feeble ambition into a flame. It seems that McClure’s was among them, but I know that Lincoln Steffens and Ida M. Tarbell were doing a lot of muckraking then and that I became their readers too.

Hinds did not write often, but always sent a letter at Christmas containing usually a tie, much better than I could or would buy in Ranger. He made no demands, but simply expressed his confidence in subtle ways. This is the beginning of the tale of the newspaper office, The Sunny South, the thin dime, and the man in New York who had given and continued to give the gyroscope new impetus. The mystery of William E. Hinds is one that I have never been able to solve. One of the regrets of my life is that I did not take the money I had one fall and go to see him. He encouraged me to use it on an education, which I did. My second regret is that, up until the time of his death, he had not so far as I have been able to determine the slightest proof that his speculation in Texas would ever pay any dividend. Perhaps he saw some glimmer of hope, some prospect in what was little more than a desire? Looking back, I certainly can see none as I review that period.

I am telling this very personal story in full because I think I owe it to William E. Hinds, to whom my first book, The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense, was dedicated. But I am also telling it for what it may be worth to men who feel an inclination to place a bet on youth.

There is no nation on earth that has given as much attention to educating youth as America has. The result is that the American people as a whole are by far the best educated. Even on the frontier where I lived, every father wanted his children to “have an education.” Ideas as to what an education was varied from one to another. To some it meant ability to read and write and to figure. Men who could do none of these things helped build the schoolhouse, haul wood, and told the teacher to whip Johnny as much as he needed it, and to “learn” him as much as possible. They wanted Johnny to have an education “so he won’t have to work like I did.” The notion that an education absolves Johnny from work was in error, as Johnny found out, but the father did not know it.

The history of education on the frontier has never been written. It will be very difficult to write because its beginnings are deeply hidden in the archives of the secret society. This is a startling statement to make about something that is as public as American education, and perhaps it gains force in coming from one who is not a member of any secret society and never has been. No member of the secret society which was behind so many of the “first” schools in the pioneer communities gave me the information. I found it by accident, in this way. In the 1920s I initiated a contest among history students of Texas in which they were offered prizes for writing the history of their own communities, or the institutions of those communities. Cliff M. Caldwell of Stephens County, later of Abilene, furnished the money for the prizes, and I did the work. In writing these community histories [the beginnings of what later became the Junior Historians of Texas program] these young people told the story of the founding of the first schools, and in these accounts this secret society showed up time after time as the moving force.

Here was the pattern these young people revealed. The Masons would build a lodge, and their regulations require that they must hold their meetings in an upper story. They had to build a lower story in order to have an upper one, and they did not have much use for it after they built it. It was a logical place for a school, and it was here that school after school was begun. This was never, so far as I know, the Masonic school. It was always public. Churches of various denominations founded schools too, but never as many as the Masons did. It is not sufficient to say that the churches were barred from doing this because of the constitutional separation of church and state in America. That constitutional provision applied to Masons as well as churches. It was rather as if the Baptists or Methodists or Catholics got together, not as a church but as a group of individuals and built a schoolhouse and gave it outright for public school purposes. It may have been done, but these young people working alone in various parts of the state did not show any evidence to prove it. It was the Masons, and the Masons only, who did this service. Though I can’t prove it, I strongly suspect that the Masons did far more than this. They served as trustees, they sought out the best teachers and stood solidly behind them in their struggles. The Masons believed in public education, and it is more than probable that they had a hand in the constitutional provision which makes it imperative in America to separate education from religious control, which in the last analysis that means denominational control, which in turn is a violation of religious freedom. The Masons believed in public free school education and their contribution to it, and the fine results that have come from it, are imponderable.

There are individuals all over Texas and all over America who are playing the role of William E. Hinds to some boy that they believe in. These men are not heard of because their name is not attached to some foundation which distributes scholarships to the few who make the greatest grades. I could never have made this class because for four years I hardly went to school enough to merit a grade, and as I stated, there was nothing in my record to warrant the faith that was placed in me by a man I never saw.

I am qualified to tell these men how the boy who receives their faith feels. The first thing is that it helps a boy to know that someone, some older person, has confidence in him, believes in his future, and expects things of him. It keeps the gyroscope spinning in the right plane, makes it steadier by giving it impetus. Many times, I tended to deviate from the path, and then I would think of this kindly, mysterious man far away in New York, and I would inevitably veer back. However, often I was tempted to quit (and who is not sometimes tempted?). But I could not quit without letting him down. He had put me in a position where I could not act dishonorably or betray him.

The boy never can express to the man how he feels. He cannot find the right words, and he becomes self-conscious and bungles when he attempts it. He feels that he is surrounded by some impalpable force or atmosphere which moves him forward in the direction he and his friend desire. He may not move straight or with any great resolution because the boy is filled with all sorts of uncertainties. He does not know just what is expected, and often his ideals seem unobtainable because of obstacles which to him appear insurmountable. With all his uncertainties and irresolution, there is one thing he cannot do, and that is to quit cold.

When the boy grows to be a man, the influence of the miracle of his youth is still on him. He has to get even with the world for the good it has done him, and the only way he can pay his moral obligation is to pay it to others who are in need of the same warm hand that was extended to him. William E. Hinds did not expect anything from me, but he did hope that I might be in a position to help others. In a letter dated January 9, 1909, he wrote as follows:

My Dear Friend:

I was very glad to get your letter and to hear that you enjoy “The Outlook” and especially “Spectator” (as that is my particular favorite). . . .
 
I am interested in your teaching? Write me what is in your mind; perhaps I can help you and, after all, the best thing is life is to help someone else. One could count it a great thing (to remember) if they had helped someone that had afterwards become famous or great.

Perhaps I may say, “Why I helped Prescott Webb when he was a young man” and people may look on me as a privileged character to have had the opportunity, so my boy tell me about your plans so I may help you carry them out.

Yours Truly,

Wm. E. Hinds

I did not wish to leave the impression that William E. Hinds gave me money. He did supply me with magazines, and when the time came [for a college education] he loaned me money on my personal note, which was worth nothing. With the exception of a trifling sum of seventy-five dollars, the money was repaid, but the moral obligation can never be discharged. It is a trust which must be passed on as an intangible monument to him, the sort he would have wanted.

The time had come when I must go to school if I were ever to go. Financial circumstances had improved. I had a horse, a very fast little blue mare that could outrun all the ponies in the country, and I was free to go on Sundays pretty much as I pleased. I loved the animal and took the best of care of her. I will tell you how I got her. My father traded a razor to one of the Barnes boys for a horse, a colt that grew up to be weedy, stringy, and brainless. One Sunday my father sent me to town with ten dollars to pay a small bill of three or four dollars. On the way the horse ran away with me, but I held him in the road until he got tired and was willing to quit. But I made him keep running until he was in a lather of sweat. I knew he was no good, but I was loath to admit it because he was all I had to ride. On the way home, I saw a young man ahead riding a round-rumped blue pony with a broad head and beautiful ears. The young man had settled on a quarter section nearby and was himself carving a farm out of the post oaks. I overtook him and could not keep my eyes off the pony, so different from mine. He was a grown man, and I was only a boy, but I was rather forward, and I suggested a trade. Much to my surprise he was interested but demanded something to boot. Now the only boot I had was my father’s money, and I did not have his permission to spend it. Moreover, I knew he was rather particular about money and about full accounting and responsibility. We haggled at the crossroads until dark, but finally I counted him out four silver dollars which belonged to my father, and we changed saddles. It was a pleasure to my legs and to my whole body to be astride a good animal, with plenty of strength, intelligent eyes without Spanish white in them, sensitive ears, and a fast running walk that made traveling a delight. The moon was bright, and I was almost happy. Then I thought of the small amount of money I had, and I was sobered in wondering what my father would say when I told him. I wanted it over as soon as possible, and so I dismounted at the gate and called him out in the moonlight. “Papa,” I said, “I traded Barney off for this pony.”

He gave one look at what I had come home with and almost gleefully exclaimed, “You did?”

Things looked more favorable now. “Yes,” I said, “but I had to give boot, and three dollars.”

“That’s all right. I wouldn’t trade back for ten.” He obviously had a low opinion of my previous mount.

That night I was happy. The next day the man rode over to “rue back,” but my father gave him short shrift, and I kept the blue mare. The only reason the man traded was because he was very grasping by nature, and he could not resist four dollars in silver. This first success in a new direction did not make me a horse trader. My inclination was in another direction.

There must have been something in my desire for an education that touched my father. I wanted to be a teacher because that was the only way out I saw. There were no other trades and professions in my kin. He probably gave the matter a good deal of thought, but he was not a man to waste words or to express his emotions. Things were a little better. The fruit had begun to pay off, the field had been constantly pushed back and was productive. In addition, we had rented additional land, and the prospects that year were good. One day he said to me, “Walter, do you think that if you could go to school in Ranger, you could in one year pass the examination for a teacher’s certificate?” Without hesitation, I answered that I thought I could, that I would try. “Well,” he said, “we must make a good crop, and I’ll arrange it if it is possible.”

That year we worked early and late. Many a night I drove in after dark from plowing in the distant field where we had extra land. I would always take a magazine and read while resting during the noon hour, all about Joe Cannon, who was Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives, and the other great men in Washington.

That fall we moved to Ranger early in September. My father went to teach his last school and would come in on Friday, and we would go to the farm and work on Saturday. I paid my tuition and made a little besides by sweeping the floor and building the fires at the school. I was not afraid of work, though I did not like it.

The country boy who comes into the town school has about the same welcome that a strange dog has among a pack who are already well acquainted. They look him over pretty carefully and do a little bristling and sniffing before they accept him. I had an anchor, however, because T. Long was going to school too, and so were the Barnes boys whose parents had also moved to town. I was too busy to engage in social life and spent all my spare time with books. I studied very hard and with good reason, though I was conscious of the woeful gaps in my education, especially in mathematics, in which I was not strong.

The year before I went to Ranger, I attended the Veale School during the winter months, and there I learned to skip studies. Reading subjects was nothing, but I never had proper instructions in arithmetic and was behind in it. Dick Bruce and I were in fractions, and Turney McCleskey was further along in Sutton and Kimbrough’s arithmetic. Dick was younger than I, he had never missed school, and we were friendly rivals. We looked forward to the day when we would be “up with Turney.” Turney was the first to recite, and one morning I glanced up and he was having his arithmetic lesson, and to my consternation Dick Bruce was sitting by him. What on earth has happened? It turned out that Dick had gone to the class by mistake, and being a timid boy, decided he would stick it through rather than return to his seat. I did not know this, and I gave my undivided attention to what went on in that class. John Beidleman was the teacher and an exceptionally good one. His explanations were clear. I followed them closely, and I understood them. I think they had to do with proportion and the rule of three. I got the assignment for the next day and went to work on it! Dick could not run off from me like that.

The next morning, I went to Turney’s class, but to my surprise, Dick remained at his seat. When he saw me there, he woke up, and the next morning and thereafter Dick and I were both there, pulling our weight. That was a valuable experience because it got me straightened out in my weakest subject, the hardest hurdle in the teacher’s examinations. Dick’s parents also moved to town.

The Bruce family was an interesting one, worthy of some attention here. There were three brothers, Philip, Arnold, and Elbert, the father of Dick and Eric. They were disciples of Mary Baker Eddy [thus Christian Scientists] and, in many ways, brilliant men. Philip, the oldest brother, was six feet and three or more, and the others were over six feet. Philip had a heavy, light drooping mustache, a striking Viking of a man. Arnold was dark. Both held views of religion that were erratic, and Philip was something of a rural philosopher. I remember hearing him saying one time that there were two things that if a man had, he did not need to tell about—one was money and the other was brains. He was full of that sort of salty wisdom.

The tragedy in the Bruce family happened one summer when we were attending a summer writing school taught by C. D. Judd, now of Denton. Eb Bruce came to the school and asked to have all the children excused, all the children of the three brothers, some eight or more. As we looked back on it, we thought Eb looked a little strange. Later we heard that Arnold Bruce had been killed. He and Philip would often go away together to look at the country, and this time they had gone west. At Seymour they had some discussion which must have drifted off into religion on which both men held very unorthodox ideas. They left driving toward Throckmorton, but two officers followed them and overtook them when they were in camp. They had really committed no crime and, being the sort of men they were, refused to submit to arrest. Arnold was shot and killed, and Philip put his dead brother in the wagon and drove fifteen or twenty miles, whether to Throckmorton or to Seymour I do not know, and had him buried. There was great excitement in our community, and the trial was attended by all the neighbors, including my father. It resulted in an acquittal because Philip Bruce was the only witness.

Philip Bruce would never discuss the affair. He took charge of his dead brother’s farm and managed it in the interest of the widow and orphans as he did his own. He was a good manager and he prospered. He moved to town and put his children in school. He said nothing, but it transpired later that he had insured his life for a large sum. Ten years went by, and one day without explanation Phil Bruce disappeared from Ranger. Before he was missed, certainly by anyone but his family, news came that two men had been killed in Seymour. One of the men he held responsible for the murder of his brother, had been elected to office. Phil walked in, identified him, and killed him. He was himself killed at the foot of the courthouse steps; whether by himself or by others it is not certain.

As I look back upon it, I can see that that community was working out a definite social pattern. All the settlers came in together, all opened up new farms, most of them prospered, and then with one accord they began to move to town to educate their children. There were the Bruces, the Barnes, the Longs, and many others. The flight from the land had begun as early as 1906.

The principal of the Ranger School was J. E. Temple Peters, one of the most remarkable men that I have ever known in the teaching profession. He came from Pennsylvania, was of Quaker background, and told us that, when he was a small boy, he spent Sundays reading the catechism and crying. His education was limited, but his personality was marvelous, and his influence over the host of raw youth was enormous. He was very small, weighing probably 130 pounds or less, but striking nevertheless. He had a small head set gracefully on slightly stooped shoulders, penetrating blue eyes separated by a thin, very aquiline nose surmounted by “pinc-nez” glasses. His taste in dress, as in everything else, was excellent, his reading wide and varied, and his memory prodigious. He knew how to sell himself, though he did it in such a quiet way that few suspected. He took rooms in the finest home in Ranger; he took his meals at the Bryant House, which was too expensive for anyone but Fort Worth drummers. A single meal cost fifty cents. He loved to be late for meals in order to listen with his wry smile to Mrs. Bryant’s imprecations. He chewed tobacco, smoked good cigars, played first base on the ball team, and played it like a showman. He could give the effect of jumping higher after a ball and of catching it by the narrowest margin of anybody in three counties around. To him money was valuable for the good things it would buy, not to be saved.

This man held some thirty or forty grown boys, many of whom could have thrown him out the window, in the palm of his slight hand. He bucked them up when they were low, lent them money when they were broke, and demanded that they play the game. There was never a question of discipline in any room in which he taught or which he entered even temporarily. He wore advertised shoes, always equipped with rubber heels, and moved softly. He made everyone feel that it was a sure sign of ill breeding to slam a door, and I doubt that any one of the grown men and women he taught have ever slammed one except by accident or in great anger. He was really a civilized person, and all the young people around him wanted to be civilized too. He taught the boys to go to good hotels, keep their shoes shined, wear clean linen, and tip waiters, and they on their own hook took to good cigars and rubber heels as soon as they were able.

He had a habit of saying “ain’t,” and one of the young women called his attention to it. He told her to correct him when he used it, and then I would suspect use it on purpose when in need of a diversion. One day the young lady had committed some impertinence, and he lost his temper, or pretended to, and opened up on her in one of his occasional reprimands, which no one wanted. He was going at a great rate, when he paused for breath, the young lady said sweetly: “Mr. Peters, you said ain’t.” Later he married her.

This was the man who became my teacher and mentor when I entered the Ranger School in September 1905. Had he spent his money in his own interest and trained himself in college, he would have gone far, but I am not sure that he would have rendered more service to society than he did. I went to the Ranger School two years with an interval of one year between. The first year was one of work, hard study, and anxiety. I knew it was my one chance, for my father had made it clear that he would keep the family there only a year. I had no social life, though I must confess that some of the young people looked very attractive. I began to be conscious of the beauty of a trim figure with an abundance of hair, patent leather slippers with bows on them, and the graceful outlines of silk stockings, but my purpose was too serious to suffer distraction. Having grown up on the frontier where there were no classes and few social distinctions, I here became conscious of the social circles in the small town, and there are no more rigid circles anywhere. The older social set was very definite, consisting of the young men who were employed and out in society with their future wives. The leader of this set was the local barber, showing that society was still democratic. There were social sets in school too, made up of the younger brothers and sisters of older groups, and occupying the same relative positions. The lower set consisted of people of the town who didn’t count, and if you don’t count in a small town, that’s that. There is nothing you can do about it except go to another town. Then there were the recruits which are always necessary to keep up the show. These consisted of the numerous boys and girls whose fathers were moving to town to educate their children, themselves remaining on the farm, bringing in bales of cotton or whatever they had to sell. Ranger was so small that the recruits could have taken charge of the school, but they were unorganized. As recruits, they slowly gravitated to the class of their choice or selection. They were graded as first, second, and third class just as the cotton their fathers brought in was graded by the length of the staple. It was the same process, I find, by which England recruits its nobility, but possibly more subtle.

Below the three classes were the outcasts, people without hope, girls who had taken the wrong turning and were not permitted to turn back. Sherwood Anderson has told the story of all these people that I saw in this small town. Though I was among the recruits, I was not a candidate for social enlistment. I had a rendezvous with destiny, and no one knew it better than I. Such tentative bids as I had did not appeal to me. I refused to be graded until the length of my fiber was fairly measured. I thought I was about a three-quarter instead of a quarter staple.

On the better side there were the good men, and true men of great character. Outstanding among these was C. E. Terrell, the druggist. He was a silent, stern man filled with common sense and with such judgment that nearly everybody consulted him on personal and business matters. He practiced medicine a little on the side, somewhat to the discomfort of the members of the medical fraternity who had a union card. He had no license, but his knowledge of drugs and what they would do to you exceeded that of some who did, and most people had so much confidence in Charlie Terrell that he cured them by just coming into the room. I heard him say once that there were very few people in that country that he had not “given something to.”

He had three boys, Cabe, Sandy, and Truman, and one girl, Lucille. All the boys took a medical course and are practicing in Fort Worth. It was Ben M. Terrell, Charlie’s brother, who was my father’s attorney in the long suit against the Texas and Pacific. There was something very attractive about the life in these raw West Texas small towns, especially in the warm autumn days when the cotton began to roll. The year 1907 was a banner year and all day long and frequently all night the gins could be heard going “pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pa” in an endless monotony of evenly placed sound. The wagons filled the yards and overflowed into the streets, and all over the country they were on the road before daylight to be first at the gin. That fall I got a job feeding the suction, which I turned over to a grown man who did not seem to know how to find work.

The business side of the town consisted of men who were busy taking money away from the farmers. The bank charged them 12 and 15 percent and wrote the interest into the face of the note to avoid the law. If you borrowed $100, you made out a note for that amount and received $88 or $85. The merchant extended credit, but his prices were high and his mortgages ironclad. One progressive store adopted the expedient of adding 10 percent to the bill for credit. It was here that I derived a hatred for debt and the knowledge of what cash was worth. The farmers began to turn to the mail-order houses which were then spreading their net over the country. The merchants resented this, and the local paper cried out about keeping their money at home. The local railroad agent would report to the gentry everybody who ordered whiskey from Fort Worth—Ranger was prohibition territory by local option—or cheap merchandise from Montgomery and Ward.

With money dribbling in from the fruit orchard and diversified farming, my father began this practice for the simple reason that the money seemed to go much further. One day a group took him to task for it and were having a good deal of fun, half-seriously meant. My father heard them through and then he gave them an answer for which logic and truth was irrefutable. “It’s all right,” said my father, “to talk about keeping the money at home, but I just want to tell you damned fellows that the only thing you don’t order is the profit.”

The story is countered by one from San Angelo. A farmer entered a hardware store and asked to look at a saw. The merchant showed it to him and priced it at $3.75, on credit. “I can get that saw from Montgomery Ward for $2.89.”

“You need the saw now?” asked the merchant.

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ll let you have it on the same terms. You pay me $2.89.” The farmer counted out the money. “Now,” said the merchant, “you give me a two-cent postage stamp, five cents for a money order, and forty-two for express. That will be fifty cents more, making the saw cost you $3.39. I won’t charge you anything for your time and paper.” The farmer gave him fifty cents. The merchant put the saw back in the case and said, “You can come to town and get it in two weeks.”

The main social event of the day was the passing of the Texas and Pacific passenger trains between Fort Worth and El Paso. The westbound was most important because it brought nearly all the mail and all the whiskey needed to supply a prohibition community. The passing of the train was the daily village miracle, and everybody went to see it, even though all did not expect either liquor or letters. When the train came, half of the loafers would follow the mailbag to the post office, and many of the others would follow the man who got the whiskey. I have described this round of village life in Divided We Stand and have also told how they were all put to work by the advent of the automobile and the picture show, neither one of which was present when I went to Ranger.

The examinations for teachers’ certificates were held in the spring, in April or May. There were three grades of certification: third, first, and permanent. Peters took pride in the fact that all candidates from his school took first-grade examinations, but on this occasion, he had one black sheep, a candidate for the second grade. Two months before the examination, he asked for a show of hands by all who expected to take the examination, and when mine went up, there was a considerable show of surprise, and I was not surprised at their surprise. For four years I had been in school very little and I had been in Ranger only a short time. Peters met those of us who elected to teach after school and at night and coached us like a drillmaster, for he wanted his outfit to show up well in comparison to the Hankins faction over at Gorman. As for me, I was playing about fifty pounds over my weight, but among all the brilliant young men and women, none worked harder than I and few as hard.

Finally, the day came for us to go to Eastland to take the examination. We hired a hack from a livery stable and all rode together the ten miles, a long trip. On the way I developed a severe case of tonsillitis, and probably had fever when I left. My throat was so sore I could not swallow and was white inside. The fever went up and up, and the only thing I could eat was canned tomatoes which seemed to cool and soothe my parched throat. On Friday morning I went to the examination room, which was crowded with candidates from all over Eastland County. The envelopes with printed questions, sent from Austin, were opened, the slips distributed, and the two-day ordeal was on. By this time my fever was so high that it numbed the pain in my throat, but I wrote all day and far into the night, for the examiners, among whom was Peters, were lenient as to time. Arithmetic, geography, civics, history, physiology, an endless array of subjects slid by under our scratching pens. Peter saw that I could not walk to the desk to hand in my papers without staggering and he came to my rescue with aspirin, which I had not heard of, and I made it through to the end. There is no doubt that the fever, which brought me to the verge of delirium, sharpened my mental faculties and put every fact I knew in easy reach. I was playing a hundred pounds over my weight, and when my grades were averaged, it was found that I had made 94, which was about the top for the subjects taken. My wide reading and not my formal education had probably saved me. That night I caught a late train to Ranger, the first train I had ridden since we came to Stephens County in 1892. The only memory I have of the trip is that of speed and two Catholic nuns in full garb who, through my fevered consciousness, suggested angels.

The die had been cast, and we moved back to the farm to grow another crop. In due course I went to the mailbox and received a long envelope from Austin. It contained a second-grade certificate to teach made out in my name and bearing the official seal of the state of Texas. In my time I have received a good many diplomas and degrees, some of which I earned and some I didn’t. They come from as far apart as Texas and Oxford, but none of them compare in value to this piece of paper which to me meant emancipation. That was one of the great moments of my life. I wrote William E. Hinds. I was eighteen years old.

My father quit teaching the year I began. His acquaintance was wide, and his reputation as a teacher was no handicap to me in making a start. In fact, I believe I broke the state if not the world record by teaching three schools the first year I went out to impose my ignorance on those who were only a little less so. My father took me in the buggy, and we drove thirty miles into a mountainous region of Eastland County where Uncle Bailey Barton, who had married his cousin, was trustee of the Mountain School. I was given the job of teaching a two months’ summer school, that variety of education not having passed entirely away in rural communities. My salary was $42.50 a month, and I paid the Bartons seven dollars a month for board.

The morning school opened, it was raining, and after walking more than two miles through the grass and weeds, I was bedraggled. I dreaded the opening and was especially fearful that some of the patrons would be there. They kindly remained away, but that did not avert trouble and humiliation. I found the water bucket and, taking one or two of the larger boys with me, went to a well which could be reached only by crossing a barbed wire fence on a style. Some wasps had built a nest under the style and one of them stung me under the eye, but I pressed the poison out as quickly as possible and kept the swelling to a minimum. While we were away, more students arrived, and one barefooted boy with dark hair and eyes came to meet us. He was slightly pigeon-toed, and I remember noticing how his toes lay one over the other as he came slapping the white sands of the wet path with his brown feet. He fell in beside us, eyeing me quizzically. Word had gone out that I was a very young person, and I really looked younger than I was. At least to him I looked too young entirely to be a teacher. He said to no one in particular, “I guess our little teacher ain’t coming.” It was certainly an inauspicious start, but we got over it, and I suppose I did reasonably well.

That summer Johnny Barton, Jess Summer, and a waggish hired hand slept in a loft with some wasps. Jess was great fun, full of wit and humor, and given to pranks. As soon as the Mountain School was out, I set about getting a job for the winter. It was late, and the task was not easy. I had to find a school that had been overlooked, that for some reason could not be taught, and then I had to find a way to teach it. I have always been proud of this achievement. The school I found was the Barnett School, four miles from Ranger. It could not be taught, and the reason it couldn’t was that somebody had burned the schoolhouse down. It was a small community with not more than fifteen students, and it was one of several schools presided over by the same set of trustees [as the Mountain School], none of whom lived in the Barnett neighborhood. Since the money for all the schools was in a common fund, the lapse of one gave more money for the others. The trustee who lived nearest was in charge, and it turned out that he did not want the Barnett School taught at all. I knew this, and also knew that all he had to say was that there was no schoolhouse.

There was a vacant ranch house centrally located which belonged to a Mr. Erwin, father of Dutch, Joel, and several other friends of mine. I went to Mr. Erwin and proposed to pay him ten dollars for the use of the ranch house for the year for school purposes. This was strictly against the law, but it was handled privately. Then I went to the two trustees who lived farthest away and got their consent to have the school, provided a schoolhouse could be found and provided the third trustee would authorize it. They knew he was against it.

That was a great winter. I boarded with a quarter-breed Indian named Mathias Sherfield. He was tall, wiry, dark of eye and hair. I met him in Ranger and rode out with him in a wagon. Of his team one horse was blind, a pathetic big sorrel who was most patient and kind. Mathias would give you his shirt. There never was a kinder man, but he was shiftless. He did not like to work, never could get around to it, and his cotton stayed in the field until Christmas. He liked to hunt and to fish and would on the slightest suggestion from me take to the woods instead of the fields. We went to trout streams on Sunday and often tramped over the ranches of that wild country. He had a cat-like movement and almost walked me to death until I discovered the secret of walking by watching him. I noticed that he walked with a swinging gait, and that when he extended his foot, he threw the weight of his body in the stride, and this weight carried his foot about four inches farther than an ordinary step. This extra four inches in each step was picked up without the expenditure of any energy at all. I have frequently used this method of passing people who, as occasionally happens, make up their mind to speed up once you start by them. The gait belongs to the woods and not to the pavement, but it is very useful to know it.

Mathias’s wife was a beautiful woman, gentle and patient with the vagaries of her husband, who worshipped her. Her mother and father lived with them, and the young woman took after her father, who was very humble. The mother was quite different. She was one of the old blue hen’s chickens, kind and generous, but often volubly impatient with Mathias. She was a Campbellite [Disciples of Christ] and often expounded to me the religious creed, especially of baptism, which she considered essential to salvation.

While I never argued with her, I posed a problem to see how she would handle it. Suppose a man was shipwrecked on a desert island, turned to God, and received, as he felt, forgiveness for his sins. There was nobody there to baptize him. What of his salvation? She answered without hesitation that that was one of the mysteries, and she quoted the scripture to support her position. I let the subject drop. I never heard either one of the Sherfields speak a cross word to the two little children, a very sensitive boy and a little girl, while I was in the home. In a way their humble life was beautiful.

The school was one of the most successful I ever taught. The children had been denied schooling, and they appreciated the attention I gave them. I had followed Mr. Hinds’s suggestion and was writing a little for practice—writing it and throwing it in the school stove. Four Woods boys and one girl were in school, and Henry was the youngest. These children were also part Indian. Once I had written a description of what I had seen on my way to school, and I read it to Henry, who was about seven or eight. With genuine sincerity, he said, “Fessor, that shore is pretty.” The writer wants to move the reader, and I had moved Henry Woods, and there was much satisfaction in it. The Woods cattle were all around the school because they had rented the Erwin ranch, and Henry would not permit anyone to chase them. Pink, the older boy, could imitate any sort of animal, and could put on a wonderful catfight, playing to perfection the part of both cats, even to the wailing finale.

Mathias Sherfield was a good squirrel hunter, and I expressed to him a desire to take some squirrels home sometime when I was going. One Friday afternoon I heard the rifle cracking in the woods, and when school turned out, he came into the yard with two squirrels and many apologies for his poor luck. “I will walk with you,” he said, “and maybe we will see another.”

We had not gone far until the dogs treed, and after much work we extracted two squirrels from the hollow. I put the four in a bag and set out for Ranger, four miles away. The days were short, and we had spent so much time getting the squirrels that it was long after dark when I reached town. There was no hope of catching a ride. I went to Simon’s restaurant and ate a good steak with potatoes, bread, and ketchup, and set out for the nine-mile walk. A half mile out, a cold norther struck with spitting rain, but it did not occur to me to turn back. I bucked the north wind for nine miles, reaching home between one and two in the morning. I don’t think I was tired. I was exhilarated by the buffeting wind, the cold rain in my face, and the fact that I had walked thirteen miles with four squirrels in a handbag. I had a good time all by myself, an art which I have learned well.

Later when I read in a psychology textbook the paragraph on the human desire for a little hardship, I knew exactly what the author meant. I told this story to Bob Mason, and he countered by a long march he made in France. The men had been ordered up to the front and had to make a killing march. They carried heavy packs, and before the end, they began to fall out, in ones and twos, and finally in dozens. Bob made up his mind that he would not fall out. His heels were blistered, his bones ached, and his muscles almost refused to do his bidding, but he held on and made it. He said the memory of that march, of that achievement, was one that gave him great pleasure to recall. Modern parents who seek to protect their offspring from hardship should bear in mind that in doing so they are depriving their young of something very valuable, the sense of achievement in overcoming difficulties.

The Barnett School lasted four and a half months, ending probably in April. In the meantime, I had learned that a small school called Center Point had been built three miles northwest of our home, and that the teacher had either quit or not been found. I made a contract to teach it for two months and began on Monday after school closed in Barnett on Friday. I lived at home, and my two younger sisters went to school with me. The only incident worth mentioning happened one day when it had been raining. I heard a noise outside, and through the window I saw a high wheeled automobile drawn up under a brush arbor where revival meetings were held. There were two men and two women, all in goggles and linen dusters, all except the man under the car. This was the first automobile that any of us had ever seen, and I gave the children their freedom to go to the windows and watch until it finally chugged off up the sandy road in a flurry of dust and fluttering veils.

I had taught three schools in less than a year and had saved a bigger proportion of money earned than I have ever done since. That summer I worked on the farm, helping my father in the orchards and fields, and in September I entered the Ranger School with money in my pocket, taking board with Mr. and Mrs. Eb Bruce, whose three boys were in school. After a year’s absence I was returning to take up my studies, presumably behind my former classmates. I had foreseen this and had prepared for it. I knew I could skip anything except mathematics, which requires all gaps filled. We had begun algebra, and I figured that if I could keep up in algebra while teaching, I would be all right. So, during the long nights at Mathias Sherfield’s, I plowed through x, y, and z, their squares, and their cubes and found a good many unknowns. It was tough going, and some of the unknowns seemed irretrievably lost, but I learned a good deal of algebra, enough to go along with the class into plane geometry.

That year was a good year because I had little to do but study and had some time to play. The gang spirit of youth was strong, and I was one of the gang. Nels Rosenquest had come from the University of Texas to teach with Peters, and some of the young women who had taken the examinations with me were handling the primary grades. Homer Danley had come in from the country, a big, loose-jointed boy who developed into the best baseball pitcher around and earned the nickname of Bull Danley. His desk mate was a boy named Dowdy, and so he was appropriately nicknamed Cow Dowdy. Dick Bruce played third, Evan Barnes first, and I held second without distinction. Nearly every boy had a nickname, and mine, Doc, had stuck to me since Bullock days.

My inclination was not athletic but literary, and one night I induced the gang to open up the schoolhouse by going through a window to have a debate. It was a lot of fun and resulted in the organization of the Ranger Debating Society. When we got through, we felt so good that we thought we should walk to the high trestle that bridged a canyon about four miles down the Texas and Pacific. For this trip we needed some dogs, preferably hunting dogs. Ike Erwin knew the dog we wanted, but this dog did not reside near the railroad. Ike and a companion went to interview the dog and told us to wait for him down the railroad near Ike’s home on the edge of town. It was a boisterous, noisy group of ten or twelve that walked the cross ties to the appointed place. The waiting soon became tiresome, and we decided to yell for Ike to come on with the dog. This was at first an individual matter, but finally it became a concerted effort at noise. We forgot that it was late and that tired people might want to sleep. A crack of light showed as a door was opened in Ike’s home, and we heard voices, but thought it was Ike’s older brother coming to join us. We yelled again, and now the voices from the Erwin home became angry voices, but we thought Dutch Erwin was giving us the hurrah. A sharp command was issued from the house, and one of the younger boys answered it with jeering impudence. Then there was a deep silence.

I heard footsteps coming along the path from the house and saw two figures crawl through the barbed wire fence. By this time, I could hear men breathing hard, and when they started up the railroad embankment, I saw a gun muzzle projecting above the skyline, bobbing a little higher at each step. It seemed to me that that gun muzzle reached the sky. “Don’t you run,” said a stern voice which we recognized to be that of an elderly man. “Don’t you move a step.” Nobody moved. It was Mr. Erwin and his married son, Bob. They were very angry, as they had a right to be. They recognized us, but this did not immediately allay their wrath. We had disturbed the peace and we would be prosecuted. Finally, they left us, much subdued, and about that time Ike arrived without the dog, who evidently had another appointment.

We walked on, and by the time we reached the next railroad siding, our spirits had revived sufficiently for us to commit a worse crime. We found some boxcars on the siding and began to roll them back and forth and ride them, taking the precaution to put one boy on top with the brake, but even so it was dangerous business, and had a car gone onto the railroad, might have resulted in great disaster. That was a great night, and the devil was in us. Mr. Erwin forgot the incident, but we walked with trepidation until we were sure of it. Peters would have made us go and apologize to him, but we did not have the courage to do it.

The debating society flourished. Our original idea was that it should be secret and for men only. This made the girls curious about it, and with becoming reluctance—and secret delight—we let them in. We had colors, mottoes, and songs. The University of Texas had not yet scattered its influence over the state as it has since done through the Interscholastic League, which has made the “Eyes of Texas” the true state song, so we had to improvise for ourselves. The favorite song ran thus:

Reading and writing and ’rithmetic

Taught to the tune of a hickory stick.

Mother and father pay all the bills

And we have all the fun.

We’ll have to figure an awful lot

To tell them what we’ve done

With all the money that we’ve spent for college life.

Judging by my success in this society which I was instrumental in organizing, I cannot make much claim as a debater. I never won a debate within the society. On one occasion they had Rosenquest and me pitted against Peters and another student. Peters was so popular with all that no one had a chance against him. In the spring we were challenged by an outside adult team, and I was elected with T. Long (whose nickname was “T-bone”) to represent our team. We won, bringing glory to the school and a considerable increase in the length of our staple. In the spring I went to Eastland and passed the examination for a first-grade certificate. This was my goal. I had arrived and was now prepared to settle down, for I had seen no further than that. The gyroscope continued to spin.

It was probably through my father’s influence that I was elected to teach one of the best country schools in Eastland County, the famous Merriman School and church four miles from Ranger, close enough for me to participate in Ranger social life if I desired. My father had taught at Merriman for two years, and nearly everybody in the community was his friend. I had made up my mind that my higher education together with my broad experience justified me in demanding a top salary for a rural school, which was seventy-five dollars. They offered me sixty-five, but I held out, to my father’s great disgust, and the board finally contributed the additional ten dollars. Velma Cash, who had come from Wayland and made an excellent record in Ranger, handled the primary subject and did a grand job. She is now Mrs. Thompson, [and serves somewhere as a] county clerk. I had the satisfaction of rendering her son some service when he came to the University of Texas.

The Merriman School stood on a knoll by the public road with a Baptist church and a cemetery nearby. This was a fine community, dominated by Uncle Martin Brewer and his numerous sons and son-in-law who had farms all around. I boarded with Ernest Webb, son of Uncle Jasper, where I had seen the goats licking salt fifteen years earlier when we first came to West Texas. I did not study that winter because I was educated, but I found a good library in the school and read Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray. The story of the storm in David Copperfield thrilled me as nothing had, and even now I can see the curly head of the handsome, wayward youth lying on the shore of the receding sea. This was equaled by the Battle of Waterloo in Vanity Fair, where I came upon one of the most powerful sentences I have read in the English language. Thackeray had built on the affection of the reader for George, all through the book, bit by bit, setting him off against the simpering wife, Amelia. The battle rolled, the cannon roared, and the musketry rattled like leaden snare drums until the very end when Napoleon’s forces gave way and victory crowned fifteen years of British effort.

Then, without warning, like a stray bullet bringing tragedy in the moment of victory, came this detonating sentence as I remember it. “Fifty miles away Amelia wept for George, who lay on the field of battle with a bullet in his heart.” The sentence has everything, even out of its stirring context. The reader has forgotten Amelia entirely and does not care a whit whether he ever hears of her again. The author travels a hundred miles in a split second, jerking the reader from Waterloo and heroism to weakness and selfishness, then as quickly back to Waterloo where the hero lies dead. The sentence starts with a soft sound of distant music but picks up power as it goes and ends with a crash of hard vowels and harder consonants in “lay,” “battle,” “bullet,” “heart,” which leaves nothing of George and less than nothing of the reader. I rose, slammed the book shut and could hardly resist the impulse to hurl it across the room. I am sure that, when Thackeray wrote that sentence, he took a day off.

Some three thousand feet under the surface of the Merriman School, church, and cemetery where uncle Jasper Webb was buried lay millions of dollars’ worth of oil, but none of us suspected it. The Baptist church of which Ernest Webb was deacon had twenty-nine members, and when oil was found in Ranger, the congregation gave a drilling contract which brought in tremendous production. By virtue of the democratic organization of the congregational Protestant churches, this great fortune did not belong to the Baptist denomination. It belonged to that congregation of twenty-nine individuals, and no power, legal or clerical, could have prevented them from dividing it up among themselves and declaring a dividend on religion.

Actually, they used the money to endow schools and hospitals, but this does not alter the fact that it was their money. This story is valuable in illustrating the extreme democracy of the Baptists and other self-governing bodies as distinguished from those that are more centralized and authoritarian. It is no wonder that such churches appealed to frontiersmen and brought to the American frontier its major religious consolation.

With the salary such as I was getting, I felt that I could afford to spend money, and I did. I went to Cisco to the County Teachers Institute, which was little more than a social occasion. I stayed with Peters in the best hotel, even paid ten cents for a shoeshine. I bought good clothes and found myself drawn deeper and deeper into strange and pleasant social paths. I had formulated no definite purpose for the future and was definitely veering from the course I had so steadfastly followed previously. I was giving reasonable satisfaction as a teacher, and things looked pretty good. How it would have ended is fairly obvious had I not received a letter which set the gyroscope whirling rapidly in the old plane.

It was a windy day in 1909, so windy that the gravel was picked up on the bare schoolyard and rattled against the west side of the building. Ernest Webb’s mailbox was a quarter mile down the road, and I always went at noon to see what the postman had brought. That day it was a long envelope, well filled, addressed in the bold hand of William E. Hinds. This letter changed things, restoring direction and specific purpose, because I really did want to go to college. The letter raised a host of problems. What college? What would be the expense? How much money did I have? How much would I have in September? Most of the people I knew who went away to school went to a normal school, a teacher’s college, but Peters had always held up the University of Texas as tops. I consulted him, and he said, “Sure, the University of Texas.” Then I found out for the first time what my first-grade certificate was worth. It would not admit me. I would either have to take the examination or go find some other way. I wrote for catalogs and estimated that my expense could be held to thirty dollars a month. I also heard of entrance by individual approval, for those who had reached twenty-one. I had just achieved that age, and I learned that the man in charge of individual approval was C. S. Potts, son of a Ranger druggist who had died some years earlier and brother of Arthur, who had gone to A&M. Dr. Potts was very kind and said that the university would be glad to have me enter and that I could make up the credits. I knew that Benedict was there, and that Robert Hefner had been there, and I wanted to go too.

Part of this information went to Mr. Hinds with the statement that I could pay my fees and pay my expenses for, say, four months. He wrote me to go ahead and let him know when my money ran low, and he would let me have what I needed for the year. I now had a purpose and began to save, though it was a little late to retrieve my lost fortune.

I felt it imperative to earn something through the summer, and the only way available was to find a summer school. The Barnett School, where I had taught and hunted with Mathias Sherfield, had been burned after I left, and the children in that community had no school. I decided to teach Henry Woods again, if possible, and set out to find a way. The Barnett School was in the district with two other schools, all under three trustees. It turned out that the trustee who had charge of Barnett did not want a school there because the money for all was in a common fund, and with one school closed there was more money for the others. I knew his attitude and made preparations accordingly. Since his first and best objection was that no schoolhouse was available, I arranged for that first. Mathias Sherfield had moved away, probably gone to Oklahoma, and his house belonged to Mr. Erwin, whose peace we had disturbed the year before. I went to Mr. Erwin and arranged to rent the house for two months if I could get the school. This was strictly contrary to law, but it was privately handled. Then I saw the patrons and they thought a summer school would be better than none. Next, I saw the two trustees who were quite willing to sign a contract if the third man approved. They were not sanguine that he would approve it and were not very encouraging. By this time, I had worked up a considerable argument on behalf of the children who had had no school for two or three years, and whose money was going to others. Equipped with this argument and a blank contract, I rode over to see the man, determined to make him sign. I knew his position was weak, and I had an answer for every objection he could make.

“I would like to have your approval to teach the Barnett School. You know they have had no school there for some time.”

“There is no schoolhouse.”

“I saw Mr. Erwin about using his ranch house, and the patrons will provide what is needed in the way of equipment.”

“There are not many pupils in that community, not over a dozen.”

“That may be true, but the money is their money, and they are entitled to have a school if possible.”

“They can go to our school.”

“It is five miles away for some of them. I have seen the other two trustees, and it is all right with them if you consent.”

He then grew sullen and would say nothing. I took a contract from my pocket, filled it in, and presented it to him, and he signed it because there was nothing else that he could do. I had him in my power, and I knew it. I also knew that he was very angry. It is a great feeling to have a rascal in your power—and to know it. I left quickly, exulting over my victory, but knowing that I would have to be careful with that school. I gave myself forty-five dollars a month.

I boarded with the Bradford brothers, who lived in a log house near the Erwin ranch, the house where the school was held. They were ranchmen and farmers, and I did a little riding with them after the cattle. The summer was uneventful except for one incident when the trustee came over to close down the school for nonattendance. One family with several children—kinsmen of the trustee—went away for a summer trip. The little Woods girl was ill with fever, and the larger boys were working. Another family was absent for some reason I do not remember, and for a week or more I only had two or three pupils. The situation was bad, but there was nothing I could do about it, and I hoped the trustee would not hear of the low attendance.

There was a mountain to the south of the school, and the road that led in his direction climbed the mountain. At noon on Monday I saw him appear on a gray horse, riding slowly and determinedly down the mountain. I knew what he was coming for, and I exulted, for although there had been practically nobody there the previous week, the yard that day was full of children. They had practically all come back for the week. He was plainly embarrassed but finally said that he had heard that there was no attendance, and he saw no use in keeping the school open. I replied that the attendance had been small the week before, but that he could see that it was normal. He went away, and I did not see him again until I took him my vouchers for him to sign. In my first two years of teaching I had taught five schools, a total of sixteen and one-half months. I had gone to the top in several respects as a country schoolteacher, but early in September I caught the train to Austin and made a new start slightly below the bottom.
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A bookish schoolboy and classmates at the Oakley School, c. 1900, with young Walter Webb, third row from the bottom, third from the left. Courtesy of the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin (di 11856).
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Walter Prescott Webb’s parents, Casner and Mary Webb. Courtesy of the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin (di 11857).
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William Ellery Hinds, Webb’s mysterious benefactor. Courtesy of the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin (di 02432).
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Young Walter Webb as university student and aspiring author. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 488).
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Professor Lindley Miller Keasbey, an inspirational role model for young Webb. Courtesy of the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin (di 11858).
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Walter Prescott Webb, a studious, likable young man with a “stubborn streak.” Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 580 apm).
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Young Walter Webb followed in his father’s path as a country classroom teacher. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 528 apm).
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Walter Prescott Webb set off to discover the world and himself at the University of Texas, Austin. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 525 apm).
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Walter and first wife, Jane Oliphant Webb. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 480).
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Walter holding his daughter, baby Mildred, 1918. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 497).
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Webb described his experience at the University of Chicago as “the meanest year of my life.” Courtesy of the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin (di 11855).
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Professor Webb and his dog Gigolo. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 507 apm).
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Walter Prescott Webb, an internationally acclaimed historian and author, c. 1940. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 607 apm).
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The elder Walter Prescott Webb wearing his trademark bowtie and signature Stetson hat. Courtesy of the Texas State Library and Archives Commission, Austin (1972 187 526 apm).
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Walter Prescott Webb, pioneer historian, quiet visionary, and frontier philosopher. Courtesy of the Dolph Briscoe Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin (di 06846).






CHAPTER 3

A Winding Road to a Moment of Synthesis

My first two years in the University of Texas were practically wasted. The trouble came because my exalted opinion of just being there meant I had no absorbing purpose, and I did not find one until my third year. In the interval I drifted rather than steered. All of my life I have had these dead periods, doldrums, and perhaps they have a psychological and spiritual value. Some of the best writers have been tramps and vagabonds and, in a sense, I just hoboed my way along, expecting something, I did not know what, to happen. My grades were only average, for the reason that I continued to read at random instead of studying in the groove that the instructors laid out for me. I never have been able to work to a pattern furnished by others, a trait which has brought rich prizes and deep humiliations. My skimpy preparation did not mitigate my situation, though it was no excuse for the haphazard course I pursued because there were in the university other boys and men who have had no better preparation and they, by hard work, made excellent records.

The first days in Austin are still a vivid memory, like pictures on a screen. The MK&T train arrived at five o’clock on a clear September morning, and the spangled lights from the 150 towers were turning white against the dawn. An old Negro was selling papers, and another was there to haul trunks. I waited at the station until the town awoke, ate breakfast, and took the streetcar going north. I got off at Twenty-Second Street and went to my Austin home with the Cliff Caldwells of Breckenridge. Cliff was taking his law degree and doing as much work as three men. Nels Rosenquest was there as quiz-master in-law, having made a top record, and Paul Crowley was a student. We were a little Stephens County colony in a foreign land.

When I went to register, I had no idea of what I wanted to take, and I was flabbergasted by the rich and varied offering of the catalog, which I still can hardly understand. What I proposed to take had to be something very learned, since I had no objective except a vague one of becoming a writer. Fortunately for me I fell into the hands of a very sensible young man, swarthy and lean, who had tolerance and a sense of humor. He convinced me that I should not take two ancient languages and two modern ones at the same time and got me through with five conventional subjects. I learned later that his name was J. W. Calhoun.

One subject was English, and of this I was very proud because I had the mistaken notion that one could learn to write by studying English. It took me three years to learn better and to become so convinced by formal English courses that I could never write that I did not touch pen to paper for ten years. When I did, I made the approach from an entirely different direction. I simply expected the impossible.

My early success in English came near being my undoing. One evening shortly after my arrival, Rosenquest took me for a walk around the forty acres. It was a glorious night with the towers shedding their soft rays from on high. Young people were all about, and there was much yelling because sophomores were hazing freshmen. The first week the instructor assigned a theme, a narration of some experience, and I did the story of this walk and the impressions that came in on me. I put all I had into it and turned it in. When he returned the papers, he selected one to read as an example of natural and vivid writing, explaining that it was marred by many technical imperfections. Then he started reading and it was my campus walk. The paper was returned, considerably scarred up with red ink where he had corrected punctuation and other “technical” errors, but there was a friendly and encouraging comment. I took his favorable comment to heart and forgot his critical suggestions and went to work in earnest to show him what I could really do with a pen. The result was disastrous, and instead of making an “A” as he suggested I could, I barely escaped a failure. My sins of omission and lack of preparation had caught up with me for I had never learned to punctuate and have not learned yet, except by instinct. I have found that if you can write, and have something to say, punctuation will be provided. I was a persistent cuss, as well as ignorant, and I took every writing course offered, even a graduate one. By the end I was so word conscious, so comma blind, and so sentence-structure minded that I could not write a paragraph. I not only gave up writing, but I positively resolved not to attempt it, and as I have said, I did not put pen to paper for several years. When I did complete the circle, and returned to writing, I had something to say, and the conviction that I had gave me power to say it so that people could understand, and according to my way of thinking, that is fair writing.

Here I wish to say a few words on both sides of the question. I think I have admitted my faults rather generously, the greatest as a writer being the fundamental one that I had nothing to say. I had a good many of the other qualifications. I knew a paragraph because I had studied it, had written scores and thrown them in the fire. I had read one to Henry Woods, and he had admired it, and I had written letters to Mr. Hinds as a practice in description and narration. I also knew transition, how to build a bridge so that a reader can get from one paragraph over to the next without getting his feet muddy or falling in to drown in confusion. Anyone who can write a good paragraph and make a clear transition has the most essential qualifications of a writer. I loved words, their music, their meaning, their magic, the rhythm they take when put together in a certain order, and their power for impact on the human mind and on human lives. This alchemy of thought expressed by merely putting one word after another is one of the unsolved mysteries. It is a problem in which there are no unknowns, for all the words are there in the dictionary, a secret so dark that everybody is in on it. There are many words of Shakespeare and Shelley, of John Ruskin and Walt Whitman, of every Tom, Dick, and Harry. They can be marshaled like soldiers and sent through evolutions like Comanche horsemen on a windswept plain. They can be made to murmur like falling water or to roar like the sea in a storm. They can take us rejoicing with the lark to heaven’s gate or bring us to the lowest depths of tragedy and woe. They are in themselves supple, pliant, often interchangeable. They have color, texture, and tone, and all these are changeable, depending on the way the light of the context strikes them for connotation.

Words and the stuff you make of them antedate grammar, and all the rules so religiously followed in the colleges. They were made before any of these things, made from the stuff and experience of living realities. When Shakespeare had Hamlet say, “To be or not to be, that is the question,” he implied that he had tried both, yet what Shakespeare “really meant” is taught by those who have tried neither. They do not know life; they often only know rules, but not what the rules govern or why. They do not know that language governs rules, and life governs language, and he who uses language effectively must know the thing it deals with, either directly or vicariously, through imagination. He must know how life stands and the shape of death as it lies. It is not strange that the vagabonds have been the writers. O. Henry, Machiavelli, Marco Polo, Martin Luther, John Bunyan all moved the world by words they got by experimenting with life, and they found the time to set them down in the leisure of prison [or in Luther’s case exile].

Words, there they lie in the dictionary, seemingly as dead as type in a printer’s font, but they are not. They are only waiting, waiting the call of that first and most perfect photoelectric cell, the human mind, and when the cell comes, they spring to life, laughing, shouting, crying, lining up in the order of preference, each in its proper place, marching to the writer’s command in perfect order, sometimes slowly as if in great pain, but then again they come so fast and so joyously that they can scarce be touched with pen and key. The photoelectric cell. Aye. There’s the rub. It is the same size as the doorknob, and it may look like one, but no doorknob can open the door by itself.

I do not object to the way English is taught in college. It performs a valuable function for clerks, secretaries, and other English teachers. What I do object to is that students are permitted to think that they can learn to write by studying it. Until this fiction is destroyed, some sentences as the following should precede college catalog announcements:

Warning: These courses deal with rules of writing, but those who really want to write should not take them. We recommend bridge building, well drilling, wind-jamming, love making, war, poker, hoboing, wide reading—and writing. These courses are for people who can’t write and never can learn. The teachers are nearly all qualified.

My first two years in the University of Texas are not worthy of another paragraph. When my money ran out, checks came from New York very promptly. I sent Mr. Hinds a few itemized expense accounts that were only reasonably accurate and reported my grades. He expressed no dissatisfaction with either one. I worked the first summer, then went down with typhoid fever but recovered in time to return to the university for a second year in which I participated a little in sophomore college life. That is to say I engaged in the freshman-sophomore fight which resulted in the shooting of a sophomore by a freshman and the law prohibiting hazing. I was also one of the mob that broke up Griffith’s hypnotic show at the Hancock Opera House. I bought six eggs from a grocer, and about two hundred other students had an equal number. These were very effective, and when they hit, the hypnotized stooges on the stage flapped to their feet with the motion of a landed fish. The show closed, and a big row ensued in which a local editor who had a son acting as a stooge called the students “cultured toughs.”

By the end of the term I owed about five hundred dollars. Mr. Hinds wrote me to suggest that I should probably work a year and earn some money. He set down three rules as a guide, and though I have not followed them, I have never forgotten them. I naturally acceded to his suggestion, sent him my note for what I owed, and with the help of Paul Crowley got a rural school at Bush Knob in Throckmorton County at ninety dollars a month, with Nora Price, Homer P. Rainey’s aunt, as an assistant.

Here I lived in a newer country than I had grown up in, for Throckmorton County lies to the west of Stephens County and was still in the pioneer stage. The farmers had just come in, were making good crops, and had not yet moved to town. The ranches were being cut up, and it was not unusual for a man to make enough cotton the first or second year to pay for his land. The ranch people were the aristocrats, and the E. P. Davis family dominated Throckmorton. I spent Christmas on the Hash Knife Ranch with friends, and on the long drive back across the Davis Ranch counted the carcasses of thirty-five cattle that had died from cold and starvation through the winter. The observations I made here were useful in writing The Great Plains, though I cannot think of anything that could not be duplicated in Stephens County. I saved some money and had a very successful summer selling travelogues in the coal mining districts of Strawn and Thurber and the fertile cotton country around Ada, Oklahoma.

Thurber was in its heyday, a company-owned mining town ruled by W. K. Gordon and owned by the Texas & Pacific Railroad Coal and Oil Company. It had about seven thousand people and a dozen nationalities. It had all the virtues and vices of a company-owned town but was in better condition than it was before the unions organized it about 1900. Everything was owned by the company from saloon to churches. The post office was the only establishment which sold anything that was not owned by the T&P, and it paid rent to the company for its building. There was not a paved street or sidewalk, even on Silk Stocking Row. Sociologically, it was the most interesting place I have intimately known, and in many ways the most tragic. The town actually lay in Erath County, which was dry, but it was on the edge of Palo Pinto County, which was wet. The saloon, known as the Snake, was just over the line, and probably was the biggest saloon in the world.

All day the Snake was a quiet place because the miners were at the pits. The workday ended at four, and they poured out with their torch caps and their dinner pails, all the same color regardless of nationality. They trudged to their homes or came in on the dinky trains from the distant shafts, bathed, and had their dinner, and then many of them went to the Snake.

The Snake is worthy of a better pen, for it was truly a romantic place. It stood on open ground, a great building with entrances on three sides and the supply house in the rear. The bar was a giant horseshoe inside at which there were bartenders and all the wares they sell. Though memory may be at fault, it seems to me now that 100 or 150 men could line up around it, but that number was nothing to what could be seen in the yard. There heavy posts had been sunk to support long, sturdy benches made from the toughest 2 x 12 planks, the tops of which were well polished by miner’s pants. This yard was truly a league of nations in miniature. While the Americans lined up to the bar to drink in the most expensive fashion, the Italians, Poles, Czechs, Greeks, Romanians, and others would gather in separate groups on these benches with great cans of foaming beer.

About the time the miners came in from work, the beer began to come into the saloon. It was stored in an elevated warehouse nearby, and around four o’clock the kegs began to roll in steady procession down a long incline plane and disappear into the saloon. They came like an endless chain, and you could hear the soft rumble of the awkward kegs on the wooden plane all over the town.

When night fell, the place was a blaze of light animated by the babble of voices in a dozen tongues. The place probably served on an average 1,500 customers in an evening. Many memories stand out boldly from this Thurber experience. There I saw the elite of Thurber initiate a new official from New York with a badger fight, and it was hard to tell who was more confused, the New Yorker or the dog, both of whom had been built up to high expectations. Another was a black horse that pulled the money wagon, and after a day’s work took the wagon to the distant stable without a driver. Small boys would pretend to try to stop him, but he would cavort around, taking care all the time never to hub anything with the wagon. The excitement of a statewide prohibition election was something never to be forgotten because Thurber loved its liquor. The summer was dry, and an attempt was made to produce rain by artificial means. The explosives were taken to a high hill, and all day long the heavens were bombarded with sound and fury. There had scarce been a cloud in the sky for a week, but that afternoon a dark mass came from the northwest and blotted out the brassy day with its canopy of promise. A few drops of rain fell, and then the clouds dissolved and, with them, the hopes of the experimenters. On paydays the Europeans would rush to the post office to send money to the old country so that their kin could come to the land that was still full of promise. Occasionally a group would leave, whether for Europe or for some other mine I do not know, but I do remember that these men would kiss each other on both cheeks as the train came into Mingus.

For a time, I had a room with a family on a street with the high-sounding name of Park Row. The man named Geiger was a Seventh Day Adventist and would not work on Saturday. The mines were working slacks two days a week [slacks being a mixture of small bits of leftover coal, coal dust, and dirt], and one of the workdays was Saturday. This meant that the man had to make enough in one day to support his family, but this he was not doing. I saw the food, saw the pasty-faced little children, and knew in a way that they were underfed. The man went away, leaving his family, and I moved to the hotel. Later I left, and while waiting for a connection at Denison, who should walk in but Geiger. He finally approached me for money to get across to another place where he said he hoped to find work. I was working for my money and had none to waste. Still I gave him what he required, and though I was half his age, I gave him a lecture to boot. “Geiger,” I said, “your family is starving. You are a miner. The mines work two days a week now, and one day is Saturday. You won’t work on Saturday. I believe that a man’s first duty is to provide for his family, and I would do it if I had to work Saturday, Sunday, and every other day of the week.”

He swallowed a time or two, tears came into his eyes, and he said: “I can’t go against my religious convictions.” I turned and walked away and have never seen him since.

Thurber is now a ghost town. The last time I passed there, nothing was left to identify it save a roadside filling station and the round hill on which the water tank stood. The miners struck, and as oil had supplanted coal, the company abandoned Thurber and removed all the buildings so that grass and mesquite trees now cover the spot that once was so full of dramatic living.

My third year at the university was no more promising than the first two. I was still drifting, though I had made up my mind to follow teaching, feeling that a medical course would be too long. Though I had some money, I determined to work to pay expenses as so many of my fellow students were doing. The experiment was not a success and broke up in such a violent row that I made up my mind never to work again unless the job was one in line with my limited professional aspirations. I sent for my money and by the end of the school year had spent it.

My motive, something to give me purpose, came just before the term ended, when I met a girl that I later married. I had never had much time for social life and had in fact avoided it with some effort in my earlier days, despite its enchantment. But on this occasion, I went off the deep end, and in so doing found a new objective. I was elected to teach history in three high schools in the same week and chose Beeville in preference to two places on the Plains about which I later wrote. I wanted to escape the wind and sandstorms, and so I went south. Instead of depending on the agencies, I picked out forty or fifty towns of average size, composed a letter recommending myself, and hammered them out on a typewriter. It must have been a good letter because I got more jobs and a better job than many who were better than I.

As I look back, I am convinced that I have never got a job that I was really prepared to hold. It is hard for me to think of a single exception. Actually, I had not majored in history, had taken only two courses, one with Frederic Duncalf [a specialist in Medieval studies] and one with August C. Krey, now of the University of Minnesota [also an authority on the Middle Ages]. My major interest had been with a man, Professor Lindley Miller Keasbey, who taught a subject known as Institutional History. Dr. Keasbey had an English connection, though I believe he was a Canadian and had been educated in Germany. He came to the University of Texas to teach economics, but his views were unorthodox, and orthodoxy finally eased him out as it has a way of doing. He was put in an academic blind alley with a subject all his own, called Institutional History. I registered for the first course and began to wake up intellectually for the first time. I had learned before, but now I began to think, and I learned how to think.

Keasbey lectured in the Law Auditorium, the largest lecture room on the campus, and every seat was taken. In his blind alley he had developed a beautiful garden of thought, drawing to it many of the best minds of the student body. At the time I came to know him, he was in his prime, a striking figure with a tawny complexion and tawny hair set on a fine head. Every feature of his face was expressive, especially his eyes, which sparkled and changed with every thought he expressed.

The two or three hundred students became quiet when he entered the room and took his place at the lecture stand. For exactly thirty-five minutes he would expound upon his philosophy of history, economics, and life, showing how our institutions originated and evolved, and doing it in such a manner that he could almost repeat the lecture days after. He was supposed to hold the class an hour, but never did so, to the despair of the administrative offices, who wanted regularity. There was nothing regular or conventional about the man, and he refused to yield to petty rules made for petty faculty members. His clothes were most extraordinary. He maintained that men would not express their individuality in clothes, but he made up for several of his more timid fellows. He ran a gamut of color and form and texture in a way that an ordinary person would not dare, yet his taste was such that there was always harmony and effect. His learning seemed to us profound, and I still believe it was, as he would day after day give the English name of an institution and then give the equivalent in German, French, Russian, Spanish, Latin, and Greek, all without notes.

His purpose seemed to be to fit all knowledge into a single rational scheme, and read as we might, we never could find the scheme in any book as students so often can do. He could draw charts, graphs, and diagrams to illustrate any idea he had, and these figures made even clearer his lucid explanations. When questions were permitted, the students would probe to find his depth, but their line was never long enough. They never found it. After the lecture ended, they would gather around his desk and ask questions he had stimulated, or just listen to him talk further. One day I was walking from the class with another student after an exceptionally good session, and the student paid him the highest compliment that I have ever heard paid to a teacher. “A man who can think as he does,” said the student, “must get a great deal of pleasure just out of his own thoughts.”

It was from Keasbey that I learned to examine the relationship between the environment and human culture, and without his courses I never would have had the insight to write The Great Plains. It wasn’t that I imitated Keasbey, because he could not be imitated. I did not accept all his ideas, but I did learn from him a method of building up a logical sequence of thought, which is a valuable instrument anywhere.

It is not strange that a man like Keasbey would be ill adapted to the “practical” affairs of life or of a state university. He was unyielding in his views, which he held through all weather. When the First World War came, his sympathies were with Germany, and that was all right in 1914, but by 1917 public sentiment had changed. Keasbey did not change and was finally relieved of his post. Regardless of whether he was right or wrong then, he was a great loss to the institution. Every student who sat under him remembers him, and when two of them get together, there is a Keasbey reunion. He has retired to Tucson, Arizona, where he is devoting himself to rearing fine dogs. He would have no other. With his passing, Institutional History was dropped because there was no one capable of handling it.

Having followed Keasbey, I found myself in a blind alley. When I decided to become a teacher and had to select a subject, I learned that there was no such thing as Institutional History, either in the high schools of Texas or the universities of America. The nearest thing to it was history, and so I turned to it, even though I had had only two elementary courses. This is what I mean when I say I was not prepared for the job I took at Beeville as a teacher of history. What I lacked in formal preparation, I made up for in hard work and had one of my most pleasant years. The superintendent was William E. Madderra, a lovable man who had been in the schools there for more than thirty years. Though discipline was lax, the results were excellent because at least a dozen students from there have made distinguished careers. Among them is Lloyd Gregory, editor of the Houston Post. I wish to say that I do not take any credit for their success. I have taught all sorts of students, some have gone to high places and some have gone to the penitentiary, or should, and if I take credit for one, I must do so for all. Teachers make bores of themselves, and deceive themselves, by assuming that they are responsible for those who “make good.” Only the students themselves know who touched off the spark, and as far as I am concerned, it is left for them to say whether I had any hand in it.

Beeville was a town of windmills and interesting people. From Mrs. Offutt’s porch I could count a hundred whirling wheels when the Gulf breezes came up in the afternoon. The proprietor of the racket store was an amateur astronomer, the hardware merchant J. C. Burroughs; he was a philosopher and warm disciple of Elbert Hubbard. His mind was as keen as a razor, his wit sharp, and his business acumen adequate. He was known for his weekly ads in the Beeville Bee, which were written with literary charm but had nothing at all to do with hardware. One week a sensational revivalist preacher was holding a meeting there and taking his meals at Mrs. Offutt’s. He irked Mr. Burroughs by trying to talk him out of enough shotgun shells to go dove hunting, but without success. During the same week a tent show was in town, running in competition to the revival meeting. Mr. Burroughs remarked that he had been to the show, adding, “I’ll try anything once.”

“Have you been to the meeting?” asked the big revivalist, intent on embarrassing the hardware merchant.

“Yes—once.” Then followed a long silence in which only the small noises of eating were heard.

In the latter part of the year I took my meals at the Queen Hotel, run by Mrs. Murray Percival, whose delicious hotcakes were famous from San Antonio to the Gulf of Mexico and brought the place many customers. People from the North were coming to South Texas to buy land or to spend the winter, and among those who came was Frank James, tall, lean, quiet-spoken, aging a little to go deer hunting. In the spring Curtis Walker and Everett Rittenour, two left-handers, developed much skill at tennis, and swept through to the state championship of the newly organized Interscholastic League before their opponents could find out where the balls were coming from. They did not lose a set in the whole tournament. Lloyd Gregory began to play that year and later became a university champion.

A few years later this lovely town was rent by a dogfight between the Ku Klux Klan and the Catholics, but at the time I was there, it seemed almost an ideal community. During the winter I wrote an article for the Texas Folklore Society and was notified in the spring that I had been awarded a scholarship in Institutional History for the next year. Graduation was now in sight, and I really began to work. The payment of debts had left me little money, but I decided to go on and borrow what was needed from a private source.

I went to Austin in June 1914 and began studying German, in which I was deficient. I met an Austrian graduate student named Sevario, and we became congenial friends, studying in Keasbey’s office, walking, and discussing all sorts of subjects. There was talk of war in the papers, but it meant nothing to me. One day I was coming up the main walk, bought a paper, and saw that war had been declared. It seemed far away and of no importance. It would not affect me.

The first effect was to create a panic in which money was frozen, and even bank withdrawals limited. This brought the bad news from my private source that no loan could be made, and it happened that my funds were already low, almost nonexistent, and I did not want to borrow more from Mr. Hinds. Still I hung on, determined to finish that year, for I had a purpose. At last I got down to three dollars, and I remember they were in silver. I was paying twenty-five cents for each meal, and the end was in sight. I had never been broke, have never been broke since, though I have often been insolvent, and I was not very happy. Time had come for schools to open, and some of them were opening.

One morning E. V. White, now dean of Texas Women’s College, walked into my office where I was working at Keasbey’s standing desk. “Webb,” he said, “I have just heard from C. E. Evans, president of the college at San Marcos, and he wants somebody to go down and fill in for three months for a teacher who is ill. I think if you go down there, you’ll get the job, at $150 a month.” I do not recall my sensations, but I did ask what I was supposed to teach. “Education and mathematics,” he said. My heart fell, for I was not prepared in either, and I told him so. White is a great raw-boned man with a face that combines the sardonic and the humorous. “Aw, Webb,” he drawled, “go on down there and get the job. The mathematics is just elementary algebra, and the education—there ain’t anything to it. You can handle it.”

I did not tell him I was broke, not wanting to put all my shortcomings in one basket, and thanked him. Then I sought out E. E. Davis, now dean of the Agricultural College at Arlington, and confided everything in him. Davis bucked me up and lent me some money. I caught the Katy train, arriving in San Marcos about dark. I knew that I must do this right, and so I registered at the best hotel for dinner. At the appointed time I called a cab, one of these sway-bellied affairs drawn by horses, and the team climbed the long hill to the college. I told the cabman to wait, and in fifteen minutes I was riding down the hill with a job and at a salary that seemed incredible, and in a college at that. I did not sleep that night.

A. W. Birdwell took me to room on a high hill overlooking the most gorgeous valley I know, falling away southward toward Seguin. My duties as registrar were not onerous, the algebra was within my grasp, and the education was just as White said, but still after I had been there a few days, President Evans came into the office and casually remarked that I was to keep the books too. This was too much because I had no gift at accounts, and hardly knew a debit from a credit. I went to Austin to study for a day with the man who had installed the bookkeeping system and returned nearly every night to struggle with figures and accounts. Three men had kept the books for the first nine months, and it was my task to keep them for the last three and to make up the financial sheet for the entire year, finding any mistakes that had been made. In order to complete the job, which I was determined to do, I had to stay three days longer than my contract called for, and then when I struck a trial balance, I was $3,600 off. I would not give up because I felt that, if I failed on this job, I would never get another chance in a college. It was finally discovered that a salary check for the amount had been made out in Austin and cashed without making a record in the office. The balance was struck, and I set off for Austin to spend the Christmas holidays with $300 in my pocket and a clean record behind me.

So far as graduating was concerned, my situation seemed desperate because I had a full year’s work to do, and one-third of the year was already gone. I had been taking courses by correspondence, even with all the work at San Marcos, and taking a room by myself. I went to work day and night. In the spring the grades and credits poured in on Dean Benedict in a way to excite his comment. I graduated and incidentally made an excellent record.

Equipped with the degree, I pushed on to take another job for which I had few qualifications, that of principal of the Cuero High School. I was not an administrator and never have been, and to make matters worse, the Cuero schools were run under an iron discipline, and my experience with the lax Beeville system had done me no good. Fortunately, there were three good men in the school in addition to the superintendent, A. S. Bush, and any one of them had more right to be principal than I, who had been chosen because I had a degree. They told me I would be reelected, but there was no enthusiasm in the statement, and I decided to beat them to the draw.

In that year a new superintendent had been brought in from the north to take over the San Antonio system with a lot of improved ideas. I knew that the political situation in San Antonio was bad, that local influence was rampant, and that the new man would want some experienced teachers who had no local connections. The question was how to get my application before the new man so that it would receive notice over the hundreds he was receiving. What I did was to ambush him.

The opportunity came at a teacher’s meeting at Victoria. I saw his name on the program and decided to go for the sole purpose of making a contact. He was scheduled to appear at night but had not shown up as late as noon. That afternoon the whole party took a special train for the seaside and a picnic. I went to the station determined to go if he was on the train, and not to go if he wasn’t. I did not take anyone into my confidence, and when the train was about ready to pull out, I walked behind it so that no one would ask questions.

I found the hotel empty of guests when I returned to keep vigil, and in a few minutes Dr. J. L. Henderson arrived. He was University Visitor of Schools and had some acquaintance with my work. While we were talking, the San Antonio superintendent arrived, and I was introduced. I soon drifted away and left the two elder men together, and when Dr. Henderson went away for something, I moved over and briefly stated my case. In two weeks, I was elected and promptly resigned before the Cuero decision had been announced. Everybody seemed pleased, and I certainly was.

That summer I studied history in Wisconsin under George Clarke Sellery and Lawrence M. Larson, Scot and Scandinavian, and in September I married Jane Oliphant just as school was opening in San Antonio. The first year was a very happy one, for San Antonio was even more exciting than usual because of the great military activity. We wandered through the maze of streets, ate at the Original Mexican Restaurant at least once a week, and thoroughly enjoyed the pageantry of the place.

Mr. Hinds had died when I was in Cuero, and that winter his sister came to spend the cold season in San Antonio. She enjoyed it very much and told me that her brother had never married, that he was a small importer, and that he had helped a good many boys. If any of them read this account, I should like to hear from them. His death left a great ache in my heart and a deep conviction that I had not merited his confidence for, as yet, I had done nothing. Miss Ida Hinds went on to California, where she died. I received notice with a note for seventy-five dollars, which was all that was owed. She requested that I make no attempt to pay it, as there was no one who was interested. I have, I hope, held it in trust and used it many times to assist some student over a rough spot.

Events moved rapidly now, and not too well. In 1917 the oil boom broke in Ranger with a bang, and my father leased his land for a good price. He decided that he would sell lock, stock, and barrel, and I, being wise in the ways of the world, made a special trip to Ranger to give him the benefit of my wisdom. He listened politely, but with a faraway look in his eyes. The cost of living was rising toward a low financial ceiling, and with the prospective arrival of our daughter, Mildred, the future did not look bright. In an effort to get a small raise in salary, which I thought I was due, I had trouble with the new superintendent, who told me and another protester that he had brought us in above schedule, that he had trouble about it among the local people, that he would not raise us a cent, and that he was ready to accept our resignations if we did not like it. I did not like it at all, but there was little I could do about it as things stood. I still had hopes of moving into a college, and though I was determined to leave San Antonio, I put all I had into my teaching, and I evidently did a fair job because by the end of the year I had under my charge a large number of “bad” boys who had been shunted out of other rooms.

Just at that time several new colleges had been projected, and I counted on a place in history in one of them. In fact, A. W. Birdwell had liked my slant on Institutional History, and had told me that, if he were president, he would give me the history department. With the war on, the legislature abandoned the plan for the new colleges, and that hope was gone. A member of the history department at the University of Texas had told me that they would like for me to take a new place and handle the course in the teaching of history if the money became available. I could hardly believe this and was not surprised when the legislature refused to make the appropriation, and that hope also fell through. It seemed that the bottom had dropped out of everything, and I felt myself caught in the high school trap from which no outlet appeared. I knew that the longer you stay in the public schools, the harder it is to escape, and I decided to quit outright.

My wife had gone to Austin to await the new arrival, and after school I began to tramp the streets of San Antonio looking for a job. I first went to the San Antonio Express and sought out Roy Bedichek, who was assistant editor. I would be a reporter, but Roy talked to me like a Dutch uncle, advising me to forget it, the worst of all possible occupations he argued. He sent me to A. W. Grant, then a young man, who reinforced Bedi’s arguments with some of his own. They evidently did not think I looked very promising. I read ads and found that H. C. Rees at 407 Houston Street wanted a bookkeeper, and so I ventured into his optical establishment and met one of the most interesting characters I have known, and one of the wisest men.

The first interview was an utter failure. Mr. Rees was busy with customers, and I could not see that he really wanted a bookkeeper at all. I told him I had had a little experience, and he told me to leave my address, but of course nothing happened. Ten days later I was walking to the Main Avenue High School and saw a small man ahead of me who walked a little pigeon-toed. It was H. C. Rees on his way to his office. I overtook him and reminded him that I had applied for a job. He was not hard and impersonal here, but very human, and was I think attracted by the fact that I had some semblance of an education. I got the job and went to work in the afternoons when school turned out to learn his system of books. He told me later that I made the poorest damned application for a job of anyone he had ever known.

It was with malicious pleasure that I fired my resignation into the superintendent, knowing that he was having difficulty finding teachers. Then I sold every book I had save two, James Bryce’s The American Commonwealth, and a book Mr. Hinds sent me. I was burning my bridges, making sure that I would never enter a schoolroom again as a teacher. Since I handled the books and bank accounts, I was amazed at the rapidity with which Mr. Rees was making money. I had never known anyone to make money so fast, and I have never known anyone who had the process of doing it sifted down to such simple elements. There has been a good deal of sharp practice in the optical business, and every opportunity for it exists there, but Mr. Rees would have none of it. He was thoroughly honest and would give no one glasses who did not need them and would not charge the ignorant more than he did the wise. He had great skill and knowledge, and this, plus his character, had made his no ordinary place. He received orders from all over the world, and his prescription case alone was worth a small fortune. He was also an agent for Edison phonographs and Eastman Kodak and was doing a land office business in binoculars for army men.

The most unusual thing about him was that, though he started from scratch, he had never paid a cent of interest in his life. I doubt that his case in this respect can be duplicated by any businessman in Texas. I knew I did not want to be a bookkeeper, and seeing his success, I began to study optics, physics, the laws of light, incidents of refraction, and the structure of the human eye. I had once wanted to be a doctor, and now that I had given up writing and education, I was about to find a shortcut into that profession. What I lost sight of was that his success was unusual, the result of a lifetime of application and more than a touch of genius. I will give one example of his advertising. Late in the winter he had received a shipment of fans to distribute as advertising, and when they arrived, a spring blizzard was on. He made a big display of fans in the window, and the way he expressed it had everybody in town talking about that damned fool Rees. Another thing I observed about him was that he never lost his temper, regardless of provocation, and he had many. His intellect reigned supreme over his emotions, and though I have not always been able to follow his example, I have profited from it. His manner with salesmen and promoters was disarming. Speculation was running high, and all sorts of promoters tried to “get at” him. Once one came with a mine, wax factory, or something equally attractive, and said he would guarantee 10 percent on the investment.

“Did you say you would guarantee 10 percent?”

“Yes, it’s perfectly safe.”

“How much stock are you issuing?”

“Fifty thousand dollars’ worth.”

“I’ll take it all.”

The promoter was taken back at this success—until he found out that Mr. Rees wanted a guarantee that was worth something.

At the end of the second month, Mr. Rees raised my salary to nearly twice as much per week as I was due from the school superintendent per month, and this caused me to contrast business and education. So many problems confronted me—the oil deal at Ranger, the expected baby, my own future—that I went to see a fortune teller, the famous Madame Sckerles. I had heard much of her, and that many businessmen in San Antonio would not make an important move without consulting her. It was said that you had to call her six weeks in advance for an appointment. I called and a woman’s voice answered.

“Is this Madame Sckerles?”

“Yes.”

“I would like an appointment.”

“You may come at four o’clock,” and she named a date more than a month ahead.

“Do you wish my name?”

“No, it is not necessary. I’ll know you.”

I went to a modest cottage in south San Antonio and was admitted to a hall in which two or three people were standing. A small elderly woman shortly came from a room opening off the hall, and glancing at the other people, said brusquely, “I have no appointment with you.” Turning to me, she said, “I have with you. Come in.” I had expected tiger skins, crystals, and bright Persian robes and tapestries, but I found myself in a room without adornment in the presence of a small figure whose graying hair hid the fact that she was almost an albino. In brief she told me that the baby would be a girl, that my father would sell his land in spite of all I could do, that drilling would show that no oil was under it, and she repeated that she could see me with books—with books and young people around me. In a few days my father wired me that he had sold his land (tests later failed to find oil), the baby was a girl, and in less than four months I was back in the schoolroom with young people and books all around me. I make nothing of this. I simply report it as a fact that every prediction made by this little woman turned out to be correct.

“What do I owe you?” I asked.

“One dollar,” she said, and as I gave her the dollar, I knew why there were no tiger skins. Then she handed back fifty cents, saying “That is for the baby.”

That was the year of the flu epidemic of 1918, and one could hardly step on the street without seeing a funeral procession. Mr. Rees went down with it, but before he left the office, the telephone rang, and the call was for me. Frederic Duncalf was calling from Austin to say that the department wanted me to come to the university and take over the course in the teaching of history with some other work.

I was somewhat puzzled, now that I had burned my bridges and decided to be a businessman. I went to Mr. Rees and asked his opinion. “I hate for you to go,” he said, “and if you decide to stay, I’ll raise your salary to a figure above what the university is offering. On the other hand, teaching is your profession, the thing you have prepared for, and my opinion is that you should take it.”

I remained for two weeks to break in a new man, and in that time Mr. Rees went down with the flu. I took the last batch of checks for him to sign in bed. He grew worse and was expected to die. He sold the business to another man a month after I left, and the new owner promptly fired every person who had worked for H. C. Rees. Mr. Rees then recovered, and we have remained fast friends ever since. Thus did my business career end after five months, although I learned much in that time. Once more I was back spinning in the old plane, not with the idea of writing—for I had given that up—but of teaching.

There is no doubt that my preparation to teach in the University of Texas was the very minimum. I had done a little graduate work above the B.A. but had done nothing on a thesis. While in San Antonio, I had talked with Dr. Eugene C. Barker about a subject for an M.A. thesis, and he suggested the history of the Texas Land Office, a good subject, but one with which I could never be happy. I mulled it over for a year, and did a little desultory reading, but could not get interested, and could not see that when it was finished, it would be of interest to more than a few people. Whatever I wrote, I wanted people to read, the more the better. That same year the Mexican trouble was bad, and Governor James E. Ferguson had sent the Rangers to the border in great numbers. They had without doubt committed acts which merited criticism, and the criticism came with a big legislative investigation led by J. T. [José] Canales of Brownsville. The papers were full of the evidence, and the excitement ran high. I learned on inquiry at the public library that no history of the force had been written, and I decided that this and not the land office should be the subject of my study. It is probably one of the most important decisions I have made. When I told Dr. Barker that I wanted to change, he remarked dryly, “I would rather you write on the Rangers anyway.” Here was a subject that had life, a road with something at the end of it.

The first few years in the university were devoted to teaching, with some graduate study on the side. I began to delve into the Ranger records, finding in them a constant source of interest and a group of characters whose courage and deeds make them wholly admirable. The war was over, and the university almost doubled in enrollment, the soldiers returning from Europe to resume the broken threads. They were a heady, self-assured set, mature men who had seen things and knew what they wanted in college. Classes were large and routine in work heavy.

Since much to my surprise I had a place in the university, I began to seek out what was wanted of me, what was expected, what should be done to meet the expectations of superiors and to gain recognition. I began to make inquiry among the seniors, the men who had arrived, and nearly all of them told me the same thing. To get on in a university you must do research and write; you must produce; you must turn out stuff for magazines and scholarly journals. I had tried to be a good teacher, and had made a passable reputation, but I did not look on myself as a scholar or a research man. There seemed to me then, and certainly now, that there is something artificial and therefore false about setting in to write a “learned” article for the record, just for making an impression, for getting your name in print. Though I may not be either a scholar or a research man, I have never prostituted what little talent I may have to make an impression. Indirect proof of this may be found in the fact that I have written in twenty years less than a dozen book reviews, and more than half of these were for the Dallas News, for which I always like to write, and I have never had a scholarly article published in a learned journal. I do not write book reviews, and I do not have the temperament to do learned articles. I put too much work in an article for it to be learned, and I like to polish it until all the joints of hard labor are hidden. When that is done, I think too much of it to publish it where only a few people will read it. I would prefer to wait and incorporate it in a book of which it is usually an integral part. There is little doubt, I feel, that I could have carved article after article out of The Great Plains and the Texas Rangers, but I preferred to hit the public with a solid shell rather than bird shot.

It was fortunate that I found a place in a department remarkable for its tolerance and patience. This attitude, which has become a policy, is due in large measure to the influence of Dr. Eugene C. Barker, about whom something will be said later. Under his guidance no pressure is exerted on young men to “produce.” Nothing was said about it; no inquiries were made. It was generally known that he was working, harder than anyone, and that others were working too. The young man who doesn’t work begins to feel lonely, that he is missing something, and pretty soon he begins to pry around and to work on his own hook. It is the sort of treatment which in the long run brings out the best qualities, and it is one that some university departments throughout America ought to examine and experiment with alongside their high-pressure methods.

Thus it came about that I had time to mature, to find something to say, before I put pen to paper. In history, and in the subject of the Texas Rangers, I found substance, something of importance to say, which is ironic since earlier I gave up the idea of writing after taking all the courses intended to teach it. I was now coming in through another door with something in my hands besides a vague desire. At that time the Dallas News had a magazine section in which it published historical articles, and I submitted a sketch of the organization and development of the Texas Rangers. It appeared, and in time I received a check for it. I believe I got as great a thrill out of that article as out of anything I have done. There was my name in cold type, there were stirring illustrations drawn by the staff artists, and above all there was a check, something I had extorted out of a publisher by my own effort. I went back to the dusty archives in the state capitol and grubbed deeper into the records; I began to run the files of the newspapers and never ceased until I covered almost a century. I read everything I could find on the West, not because I was doing research, but because I was following my curiosity about a robust phase of American life.

It was supposed that I was preparing a doctoral dissertation, but my heart was really not in it. I did not want to write a dissertation, though I knew I must, but I wanted to find the truth about the Rangers and to tell it in a way that people would read and like. I was still throwing the tools out of the buggy, still barking my shins on inevitable bars, and preparing myself for a major frustration, not because I wanted to do these things but because I wanted to do what I wanted, and not what someone else prescribed. It is an unfortunate trait which has brought both grief and joy, and I do not recommend it to those who love a life of even tenor. It makes for a risky life and one of ups and downs.

It was about this time that I became reconciled to the fact that I had grown up on the frontier and that I could not rub off the evidence. My reconciliation came about through a conversation with Albert Edmund Trombly, who was teaching French and writing poetry at the university. We became close friends, and I went to work to turn his poetic effort toward Texas subjects. I would tell him a tale about the Texas Rangers or Sam Bass, and he would cuss and swear that no one could tell him what to write poetry about. In a day or two he would drop in, ask a few questions about names or facts, and a little later read the poem. It was in this way that he did probably the best poem yet done on the Rangers and the Ballad of Sam Bass.

Ask the Apache the why of his going,

Ask the Comanche, he’s not without knowing;

Question the Mexican thief and marauder

Why his respect for the great Texas border;

Question them all, those beaten-back strangers,

White-lipped they’ll tremble and whisper, “The Rangers!”

One day in an intimate conversation, Trombly said in effect, “Webb, you are fundamentally a pioneer, a frontiersman, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

I thought this over awhile and decided that I had been pulling against the stream of my nature. “All right,” I said. “If I am still a frontiersman, I’ll be one. I’ll make the most of it and go with my nature and not against it.” This resolution made things easier and progress more rapid. The West had been settled, and the only pioneering left was of the intellectual sort, in interpreting the land and its people, but as yet I had no idea that I would have any part in this.

In gathering material for the Texas Rangers, however, I unconsciously prepared myself for the role of the interpreter. Since I wanted to do a book and not a thesis, I did not confine myself to Ranger records, but read and took note of everything in the documents or papers that appealed to me. I found I could not work from notes because I lost the context. I wanted whole documents, and in order to get them, I employed a typist, put markers in the files, and had a typist copy them. This was immediately expensive, but economical in the long run. I covered a broad range, copying articles about fencing, firearms, and other subjects pertaining to frontier life, having no idea of the use I was to make of this apparently extraneous material.

It was during this period of the early twenties that the Texas oil boom was reaching its height. Ranger had quieted down, but the excitement had moved on to Wichita Falls and Mexia. In every new oil town lawlessness broke out, and the Texas Rangers had to go in and restore order. Another form of lawlessness was through oil promotion schemes, which were fleecing the American people of millions annually. Full page ads were appearing in the daily papers, and it is to the credit of The Dallas News that it had the courage to come out and declare that it would not accept any more oil speculation advertisements.

One day I had a letter from Owen A. Wood of the Owenwood Oil Company, saying they were operating in Mexia and other places, that they had founded a magazine and wanted a series of articles on the excellent work being done by them at Mexia and other oil towns. Would I prepare the articles and at what cost? I gave them a figure as high as I thought safe, and they accepted immediately and gave me a free hand. In one magazine I had two articles, one under an assumed name.

In preparing these articles I had to read widely, and one stormy night, in February, I think, I was reading Emerson Hough’s Way to the West when I came to the statement that the conquest of the West had been affected by four instruments: the horse, the boat, the axe, and the long rifle.

It was a simple statement, and I knew enough to see its significance. I saw more and believed that Hough had missed something. My study of the Texas Rangers had shown me that these men loved the six-shooter, used it constantly, and depended on it at all times. The cowboys and the miners did the same thing. Why had Hough missed it? He, with all his knowledge of the West, should have recognized it as an important factor. My background of wide reading came to my aid as I thought of the subject while the cold February rain pounded on the roof above. Then I saw something very clearly, the great western country, arid and treeless, as distinguished from the east with its rich forests of trees. Hough’s axe and boat, and his long rifle too, belonged in the land of rivers and trees. The horse, yes, he was the mainstay of the western man in the pioneer period. I had lived in the horse country. The plainsman was a horseman, and the six-shooter and not the long rifle was the natural horseman’s weapon. Of course, it was all clear, even the sharp line separating forest and plain.

Fustel Coulanges is supposed to have said, “Years of research for one moment of synthesis.” That night I had my moment of synthesis in which a lot of isolated bits of knowledge united as if in an electric circuit to form a unified pattern. I had no proof, but I knew I was right. I had to be. There was no proof. I did not know where the timber line ran, except in Texas. All the investigation remained to be done, but that was nothing.

The discovery was too much for any more work that night. I went to the front of the house and told Jane, “I have been an imitator and a copycat all my life, but now I have something. I have seen a truth, something no one else that I know of has seen.” I told her, and if she did not share my enthusiasm, she acted the part of a good wife and pretended to. Wives should be very kind to husbands in the labor pains of the birth of an idea. It took a year to find evidence to prove what I saw that night in one moment of synthesis, and the proof turned out to make a dramatic story, one of history’s few, in the strange relationship between the Texas Rangers who had come out on the plains to fight mounted Indians and the struggling inventor, Samuel Colt.

The story was written and handed to Dr. Barker to read. It came back with warm commendation, something always worthwhile from him, with the suggestion that I submit it to one of the better magazines, Harper’s or Scribner’s. “It is,” Barker wrote, “too interesting to be buried in the mausoleum of official publications.” Those are not his exact words, but I do remember the striking description of the official journals. Scribner’s accepted the article, giving me additional funds for a tragic year in a northern graduate school.

The time had come for me to take the Ph.D. degree, and in order to prepare for it, my wife had returned to teaching, and we had saved about $3,000. We went to Chicago, where I had done a summer’s work and had been especially attracted by the lectures of William E. Dodd [a specialist in the American South]. I did not really want to leave Texas and would have done better by remaining there, but it seemed desirable to “go away” and avoid that great American superstition of inbreeding, something that has made Oxford and Cambridge the institutions they are.

We found a lovely apartment at 6350 S. Kimbark Avenue, and the first part of the year passed pleasantly enough. Dodd was there but went to Texas for the winter term on an exchange, and so I was assigned to another professor, a man for whom I had and still have much respect. A considerable group of southern boys, or young men, had gathered there to study with Dodd, among them Frank Graham, now president of the University of North Carolina. We were pretty independent since each of us had a position and we were not looking to the faculty for anything. I was particularly so, since I had sufficient money to live comfortably and had great plans for the future stirring in my head.

I was already too old to do graduate work and not sure enough of myself to go without the degree, and so I took the prescribed courses and witnessed a little of the tragedy of a big graduate school on the make. One cold day I left the library because of the inadequate heating, but a more conscientious man did not, and I remember seeing him in overcoat and overshoes plowing away at some dull book. In ten days, he went down with flu, took tuberculosis, and I heard one of the professors remark, “We shall have to get him a job in Arizona or New Mexico.” Another student who was struggling financially went to his apartment one day to find his wife gone, and when he located her, it was in the morgue where she had been taken from an automobile wreck. Another boy was torn between love and study and was not being too successful with either and temporarily went off the beam and decided to jump in Lake Michigan. A friend of his from North Carolina finally got tired of his talk, took him to a pier and dared him to jump. Chicago is by no means the most civil place in the world, and the university pursued then an impersonal course based perhaps on the crisp methods of its principal benefactor, John D. Rockefeller. This was reflected in the library staff, and particularly by the University Bank, where students kept their accounts. There was a woman teller in this bank who was especially vicious to students and accused one in my presence of stealing money. I kept as little money there as possible, having checks for two or three hundred dollars sent from Austin as need arose. On one or two of these she charged exchange, which I was not accustomed to paying, and since I was furious at her because of her incivility to everyone, I set a trap for her and then got caught in it myself. Morris Hirshfield sent me a check, and I asked at a city bank if there would be any exchange on it and was told no. Then I went to the University Bank to cash it, and when the woman counted out the money, she gave me the amount that the face of the check called for. I could not believe my eyes, and since I had a speech ready, I made it. “Why don’t you charge me exchange?” I demanded. “You have on every other check.” It was fortunate that bars intervened to save me. Her fury was delightful, and I went away satisfied. She happened to be right, as Morris had sent me a New York Exchange instead of a cashier’s check.

I was elected president of the graduate history club, took the measure of my fellow students and found few supermen, and let my supervisor read the six-shooter article, which pleased him very much. My stock was pretty high, and it was suggested that I should take the preliminary examinations for the doctorate, even though my residence had been too brief for me to guess what was in any professor’s mind. I had been told, however, that if they told you to “come up,” the thing to do was to come up and ask no questions. Besides, I wanted to go back to Texas as soon as possible.

It was the twentieth of February 1923, that I busted the doctoral examination at the University of Chicago. The snow was four inches deep, and as I walked from Kimbark Avenue across the mall where the World’s Fair of 1893 was held, the cold flakes glittered and glistened like tiny diamonds under the reflected light. Four or five men were present, but Dodd, who would have been a friend in court, was in Texas. I may say that, on the basis of my performance, I did not deserve to pass. For one thing, I had not had much work with any of the men there, had not been under any of them for more than five months, and as the English say, did not have them taped.

I wish to say further that I doubt that I could ever pass any legitimate oral examination. Oral performance is not my forte, and never has been. I did not win a debate in the society I organized in high school; Mr. Rees had told me that I made the poorest application for a job of anyone he had ever known; everything that had, or has, come to me has come through writing and not speaking. Throughout my college career a question from a teacher would, unless I were very sure, leave me flushed and speechless. It is a little curious that colleges devote seven years to training people to write examinations, and then make the supreme ordeal of the whole process oral.

There must have been considerable discussion in the room because the delay was such that I anticipated the verdict and made up my mind as to what I should do. Finally, my supervisor, a most kindly person, came out and said tactfully that the committee was not satisfied, that I had not had sufficient preparation, and that I should come up again. He added some other kindly assurances. “May I speak to the committee?” I asked. This request took him back, but he consented, and I entered the room so filled with mixed emotions that walls wobbled before me. Choosing the most advantageous position, I said: “Gentlemen, I realize that I did not pass this examination. I should not have attempted it at this time, but it was suggested that I come up, and I accepted the suggestion. My regret is that I attempted it, not for the effect on me. I doubt seriously that I can ever pass a satisfactory oral examination. I am not looking for a job. I have one, but I do not know what effect this will have on the future. I need the training, and in spite of this, I am going ahead with it, even though I may never pass an examination. What has happened here does not affect my plans. They are made for a long time in the future. I know what I want to do, have my program laid out, and expect to follow it.”

I did not ask for reconsideration or make any suggestion for change of opinion. There were some further embarrassing kind words, and the meeting adjourned. This was the hardest blow I had ever received, and as I went back across the snow, I think I had the same sense of exasperation as I had when dragged down the sandy road by my heels, when I threw the tools out of the buggy, and when the gate fell on me. This time a pretty big gate. The next day I was given more assurances and was told by my supervisor that if I had made my speech before the decision instead of after, the results would probably have been different. It was suggested that I come up again in the spring, but I made no commitment.

Less than a week later Mildred took the flu, my wife followed a day later, and I on the third day. The child soon recovered, but my wife’s case was severe and mine really dangerous. Neither one of us recovered until we got back to the warm Texas sunshine. To make matters worse, we had to move as soon as I was able to walk since Mrs. Day gave up her apartment. Dirty slovenly women told me that “we do not take children” and closed the door. Finally, we found an apartment three flights up, which almost broke Jane’s heart, but it was all we could get. I looked in the telephone book to find a transfer company, not noting its location. The driver charged me fourteen dollars for hauling two trunks and a few books three blocks and collected before unloading the last trunk. I staggered down to the main office and made them refund three dollars.

Jane and Mildred went to Austin in the spring, but I remained for the summer session, determined to have done with graduate work. From February on to the end of August, I knew what hatred and bitterness meant, and I sensed what it might do to the human mind. I hated Chicago and the lectures which I put down in notes. My attitude toward the men was one of bitterness for my own and their bungling. I took their notes, but I would not laugh at their jokes, and I would not cultivate any acquaintance. After Jane left, loneliness did not help, and once I decided to withdraw and go to Austin but went to see Dodd first. He advised me to stay on, and to come up for the examination when he was on hand. I made no commitment as to the examination, but I did stay. My mind began to race like a disengaged engine, over and over the details, and as it did, my bitterness grew. Finally, I discovered what was happening and realized that I might become mentally unhinged, what with the effects of the flu and the examination. “Here,” I said to myself one day, “you are acting the fool. You surely ought to be able to control your own mind, to keep it on other things.” I think this resolution may have saved me.

There are three pleasant memories of Chicago. The least was in reading Emerson Hough’s “North of 36” as it appeared in the magazine serials, and gaining a little more insight into the work, I was beginning to glimpse on the Great Plains. The second was one night when Carl Sandburg climbed the stairs to see me because he had been to Texas collecting folksongs for his Song-Bag and heard that I knew some I had heard my father sing. He was delighted with one or two:

Go ’way, go ’way, you gamblin’ man,

I ain’t no use for you.

You cause me to weep, you cause me to mourn,

You cause me to leave my home.

Look down, look down that lonesome road,

Hang down your head and cry.

Then there was the verse I learned from a Negro in the Gatesville reform school, known as “The Hoss and the Flea.”

The hoss and the flea and the little mice,

Sittin’ in the corner shootin’ dice.

Hoss’s foot slipped and he fell on the flea,

And the flea cried out, “That’s a Hoss on me.”

Carl had his guitar, and he strummed and sang the “lonesome road” song in such a mournful way as to make the dogs howl. Carl was also writing his biography of Abraham Lincoln, and I saw some of his notes. If he found some book or magazine that would be useful, he cut up the book and fitted the pages into his notes where he could find them most conveniently. It struck me as a sacrilegious method of research.

The third thing I saw was a duel between a bus driver and a mounted policeman in the Loop district, not a duel with arms but with the eyes. I was sitting near the driver, a husky not long back from the war, when the bus came to a red light. There was a bus ahead, and just behind it was a mounted policeman on one of those wonderful horses. The horse was as close to the bus ahead as he could go. My bus driver moved up on the horse until his bumper seemed to touch the hairs on the animal’s legs. The horse did not move but was aquiver all over, waiting his master’s will. The policeman turned his head slowly, saw what was happening, and quietly shifted his position so that he could look at the driver in the eye. The light changed, the traffic moved, but not the man on horseback. He and the driver were looking each other in the eye without a change of expression. The cars behind made an uproar, and finally the man in the right won. The bus driver could not stand the steady, cold gaze, his eyes fell, and he cautiously backed up the great bus in the busy street and made his way around the standing horse. The thing I admired most in Chicago was the skill of the yellow taxi drivers. They can drive faster, through tighter places, and miss the other fellow by the narrowest margins of any I know. They are wonderful judges of distance, and their repertoire of invectives and profanity are almost as good as you can find in New York.

Chicago has its moods, one at least attractive. One is when the cold blasts come in from Lake Michigan to penetrate the thickest wool and chill the warmest blood. Then there is that delightful warm breeze from inland, laden with the fetid odor of the Chicago Stockyards. The third is the fog which comes, in Carl Sandburg’s unforgettable line, “on little cat feet.” It looks at you awhile and then disappears as suddenly as it came. While I was there reading a report in the American Bureau of Ethnology and came upon the origin of the name [Chicago] and its meaning in the Indian language, I discovered it means “the place of the skunk.” Messrs. Swift and Armor have contributed much to the preservation of its character. With all, the autumn is gorgeous with its bright chill days and the air that is clear except for the Indian summer haze of the great prairies.

It was in this gorgeous season that I took the train south after a year’s absence. At St. Louis I boarded the Texas Special, which was filled with Texans returning from the North. That Pullman was full of soft talk, little of which I had heard lately, of cotton, cattle, and oil. I sank down in the cushions to luxuriate in the sound of soft voices and genial laughter, and the bitterness of the meanest year of my life began to go away. I had had my year of educational outbreeding, and though I had not learned anything that I could not have learned in Texas, I had seen my state in a different perspective, and a clearly defined program of work lay before me. I was thirty-five years old and $300 in debt.




CHAPTER 4

Opening a New Trail

All my life had been preparation, preparing for something. All the money I had earned I had reinvested in myself, as so many graduate students do. Youth had gone by, something I realized for the first time in Chicago. From now on I made my own pattern, wrote my own prescription, and worked at the things I wanted to do on my own hook. I went back to the archives and the newspaper files, but while I was working on the Rangers, my concept of the Great Plains was expanding around the nucleus of the six-shooter. I could not get away from it, and I did not try. Every particle of information about the plains was collected as I went along. I attended Ranger reunions, interviewed the old men whose memories went back to Indians and Sam Bass and partially paid the expenses of the trips by reporting for the Dallas News. The Trail Drivers of Texas had been organized under the leadership of George W. Saunders, and I attended a meeting in San Antonio. They gathered at the Gunter Hotel, told their tales, drank black coffee at all hours, and held a Cowboy Ball at night. These impressions I used in two short stories, “Jewelry” and “The Singing Snakes of the Karankawas.”

After returning from San Antonio, I rummaged the university library for cowboy books and came up with an unused volume, The Log of a Cowboy by Andy Adams. No one had read it. No one in Texas knew about it. Literary education still consisted of English and New England classics. Few books have touched my imagination as this one did. I had seen these men, the trail drivers, eating, drinking coffee, and making merry in San Antonio, and now I saw them as young men starting the herd from the Rio Grande, carrying day by day over the rolling plain to the Indian Reservation at Ogalalla near the Canadian border. For days after, I lived with the herd, swam the river, traveled by moonlight, and suffered with them on the dry drive, a miniature of which I had myself seen in Stephens County. All the time, with the tunes of San Antonio still in my ears, the snatch of the cowboy song ran through my head.

The Log of a Cowboy is one of the great pieces of American literature, as yet not widely known, but growing constantly from its center of rediscovery in Texas and destined eventually to be recognized as an American classic because it has caught in artistic form—in a way no one else has—a phase of American life and preserved it for posterity. The book does not even have a rival in its field. Its effect on me was to set my imagination working freely with the sweep and the magnitude of the Great Plains, that “broad floor of the world” whose significance and meaning were as yet only suspected by me. Thus I was groping my way, reading unscholarly books, bearing to the frontier and the West.

One day Edward E. Davis, who lent me money to go to San Marcos, came to our home for a visit. Davis had grown up in Erath County, lived in the West all his life, and worked for C. W. Post when he was making his great experiment in founding an ideal city on the plains at Post City. We were talking about the West, and I was telling him of the six-shooter.

“Webb,” he said, in that abstract way he had of taking the subject into the field of his own interest, “the things that made the settlement of the West possible were barbed wire and the windmill. The one provided a fence where nothing else would, and the second provided water where there was none, and it takes both to run a farm or have a home.” I remembered Beeville with its hundred wheels and the barbed wire fence I had helped build in an open range, and I knew that Davis was right. His crisp sentences furnished the clue I needed, and I set out to find the evidence. There was nothing in the library on either subject, and I went to a hardware merchant and got the address of all the barbed wire and windmill factories in America. Since I was probing a new field, there were no secondary sources from which to write a tertiary book, I prepared some questions and asked to be put in touch with the pioneers in the field, and these I sent from coast to coast.

When the returns came in, I found that all the records about barbed wire were in the Museum of the American Steel and Wire Company at Worcester, Massachusetts, a subsidiary of U.S. Steel. Mr. A. G. Warren was curator and provided me with all the information I required. The windmill investigation was headed up in the United States Wind Engine and Pump Company of Batavia, Illinois. The president, H. N. Wade, had been an office boy when the factory was established shortly after the Civil War to supply trans-plains railroads with water. When the evidence was assembled, it showed that the same thing had happened in fencing and in water supply, namely, that when the pioneers left the forests and entered the plains, they had to discard old methods and find new ones. They had to substitute barbed wire for rails and stone, and windmills for rivers, just as they substituted six-shooters for the long rifle.

I now had three stakes set in a row, marking a straight line into a new world, and the rest was easy. I had only to pick up one eastern institution after another and follow it from the eastern forest to the western plains and observe what happened to it, what modifications or substitutions were made in order for it to survive in the new country. It was a matter of straight surveying of line after line from east to west and discovering how each one was bent when it left the timber for the plain. It was a task so fascinating that it absorbed all my interest and spare time. I was supposed to be writing the history of the Texas Rangers, but the new vision eclipsed the old duty, and the Rangers became secondary.

As I write this, it would be easy to give the impression that I worked with precision, going unerringly to the institutions and modifications that finally found a place in the book. Nothing could be further from the truth. My method was similar to that of the men who had gone onto the plains as pioneers. They stumbled out there and by a long process of trial and error finally stumbled onto something that would work and evolved it into an institution suited to the new country. Thus, they found out how to fight, to fence, to use the wind to get water, to irrigate successfully, and to make crops with a minimum of rainfall by dry-land farming. My procedure was one of intellectual stumbling, picking up a clue here and a bit of evidence there, remembering always my own childhood in the edge of the land that I was now coming to know.

At this stage I asked the history department to permit me to give a three-hour course, and my request was granted because the department has always held that a man should as soon as possible give a course that, as Dr. Eugene Barker expresses it, “will keep him alive.” In 1929 this course was announced in the catalog, the first course on the Great Plains ever given in America. There were courses on the West, yes, but not on the great bald spot in the middle of the continent. This course was of inestimable value because one has to clarify even his best ideas in teaching. I took my class into my confidence, gave them the general idea of the thesis which I thought was true, and set them to work on some part of it. Many of them were from the plains, all of them lived near, and they could see what the large problem was. They responded to the idea that they were working on something original and new and that I was working with them, that we were all working together in search of a glimmering truth. They forgot hours and pages and turned the library upside down, reading everything from geology to literature that had any connection with the Great Plains. I shall never forget one girl who spoke one day of her interest in this course, which had to do with her own land. “I am taking this course and dragging two” others.

We worked like a camping party exploring an unknown land. Each day the members went their separate ways, spying out, hunting, and examining, and at night each brought his offering to the campfire, reporting on what he had found. The library was our forest and the classroom our campfire. The interest and enthusiasm of these students was both gratifying and valuable. Their ardor and intelligent work were proof that I had hold of something of substance and validity, and their aid in getting on with the job was incalculable.

Here I wish to say something about the relation existing between the director and graduate or advanced students in research. Graduate students sometimes feel that they are being used to do pick-and-shovel work for some professor to make into a book or an article for his academic record. They do not like it, and I do not blame them. I once did pick-and-shovel work in a course, not in history; I knew what I was doing and I did it badly, so badly that it was worthless. My justification to myself was that the whole project was worthless, even if carefully done, that there was no educational or intellectual value to me in compiling figures and adding them up. I already knew how to add and was too busy to waste time. I later saw these figures as part of a “learned” article in a professional journal, and to make the sorry record complete, I made an “A” in the course. I made up my mind then that I would never impose such injustice on any student, or run the risk it involves, and I have never intentionally done so.

It is true, however, that no teacher can escape the influence and the help of his students. Moreover, the teacher is entitled to what he receives but only if he gives in return. The more generously he gives, the more generously he is rewarded, for students are unselfish with their newborn interests and discoveries. Students of the right sort are a great stimulus to a teacher of the right sort, and together they can pound the chaff for some very good grain. To the teacher who is pushing beyond the frontier of textbook knowledge, they make the best company because they are young, often eager, and their minds have not yet been closed to new ideas. They should be treated as coworkers, as shareholders in the enterprise, and not as tribute payers or servants of the master.

When the book is written, some of the students’ work enters into it, either consciously or unconsciously, because the writer has ideas whose source came from the student or his work. Woe to the writer who incorporates anything that he has not strained through his own mind. It is possible in some very reputable books to find lumps of undigested material bearing the mark of anonymous student contribution. The style betrays it, and it does not blend with other parts of the book, either by the author or some other student. When the emoluments and kudos began to come in, the man whose name is on the title page must have some twinges of conscience.

I have one small twinge which I hope now to get rid of. A student turned up in class one day with a figure of speech so striking and illuminating that I could not resist it. He said that forest civilization stood on three legs—land, water, and timber; and that when civilization entered the plains, two legs, water and timber, were lacking, leaving civilization on one leg—land. No wonder it toppled over in failure. When I came to use the figure, the most appropriate place for it was in the preface of The Great Plains, and I did not want either a footnote or quotations in the preface. I was not sure of the student’s name, but believe his name was Covey and that he was teaching out Sweetwater way. Now I feel better.

The historian has a different obligation from that of the creative writer who is by nature a thief. Kipling wrote the biography of literary men, with footnotes on their readers, in the following verse which appears near the end of his collected works:

When ’Omer smote ’is bloomin’ lyre,

He’d ’eardmen sing by land an’ sea;

An’ what ’e thought ’e might require,

’E went an’ took—the same as me!

The market-girls an’ fishermen,

The shepherds an’ the sailors, too,

They ’eard old songs turn up again,

But kep’ it quiet—same as you!

They knew ’e stole; ’e knew they knowed,

They didn’t tell, nor make a fuss,

But winked at ’Omer down the road,

An’ ’e winked back—the same as us!

In assembling the institutions and running the surveys out on the plains, I kept searching for a solid foundation, something more substantial than documents, some compelling force that caused the modifications and adaptations that I had noticed. This search took me to physical geography and geology and the precepts of environment that Keasbey had taught. My investigation was leading off into fields which I had never studied, and for the first time I began to feel the need for an education, and to see what in my opinion education should be. After all, the Great Plains region was one, a whole, and if the region was to be understood, it must be understood as a whole. It was geology, geography, climate, vegetation, zoology, anthropology, and finally the Anglo-American civilization and culture which had erected peculiar institutions on these foundations. How little of these things I knew, yet if one were to trace the relation of environment and human institutions, none of them could be neglected. It ordinarily would have been a heartbreaking task, but my interest was so great that obstacles ceased to be a hindrance. Moreover, each of these subjects, when investigated, reinforced the general thesis and made the overwhelming unity of the region more obvious.

Geology was the toughest assignment, but it seems that once you get an idea that is valid, you somehow become a magnet for material bearing on it, and eventually you come upon the key that you need for new understanding. It was in two huge government volumes, the twenty-first and twenty-second annual reports of the United States Geological Survey, that I came upon the illuminating work—a large volume it would make, by Willard D. Johnson, entitled “The High Plains and Their Utilization.” This work had too much history for geologists and too much geology for historians, and I doubt that more than a few people had read it. It is closely reasoned and tightly written, and I had to struggle manfully to master the more technical parts. Many paragraphs I read a dozen times, reconstructing in my mind the processes that Johnson was describing. Although it is still little used, it remains the most fundamental and illuminating work yet done on the region. The geologists I consulted had never heard of Willard D. Johnson, none save Robert T. Hill, who knew him and assured me that he was a first-rate man. Johnson put the good earth of the plains firm under my feet, and from him I went on to vegetation and strange animals, Indians and Spaniards, and finally to Anglo Americans.

When I came to the American period, another man who gave me much, also unknown to historians so far as their bibliographies reveal, was Major John Wesley Powell, the one-armed soldier who was the founder of the United States Geological Survey, and the director until the time of his death of the American Bureau of Ethnology. His contribution was buried in a thin official volume entitled “Lands of the Arid Region.” He antedated Johnson by more than twenty years and told the people of America what they must do to live on the plains, but they paid no attention to him.

Another subject I had to learn was law. I had never studied law and did not like all the legal “whereases” and “wherefores” or the forms of legal references in footnotes. Here is the way I came to read six legal volumes averaging nearly a thousand pages each on irrigation and water laws of the West. It had not occurred to me that the good old English common law would break on the Great Plains, and I think that in the abstract I would have shunned finding out that it did, but I was caught on a specific case and thus led into the field. I was walking from the university to a private primary school on San Antonio Street which Mildred attended and was reading Charles Richard Van Hise’s The Conservation of Natural Resources in the United States as I walked. Van Hise stated that the English law governing water worked in the eastern United States where conditions of rainfall were similar to those of England, but that it would not work in the arid western region and had to be abandoned and a new system devised. He referred to the work of Clesson S. Kinney, and there was nothing for me to do but go to the law library. There I found four enormous volumes by Kinney and two by Samuel C. Wiel on the subject, and these I waded through with much suffering and great benefit because this discovery came late and was really a clincher for my thesis. This chapter on water law has, I believe, attracted less attention than almost any in the book, but in my opinion, it is one of the most illuminating.

I have gone at some length into the process of research by which this book evolved, and for a purpose. Graduate students are told all through their careers that they must do research, and they are given specific things to do, often so small that they can’t get off the track. The professor sees to that. The professor or director is too modest to give the student the story of the process he followed in writing the book which gave him a reputation, and that is what the student would very much like to know. The graduate student worth his salt wants to write a book too, but this does not mean at all that he is willing to pay the price, granting that he has the ability.

It is probable that no historian in America would have permitted any student to tackle a thesis as broad as the Great Plains thesis. It is not safe to turn the student loose on a big subject. What the professor does is to give the student a detail to work out, requiring him to work intensively rather than extensively. There is a danger that the student may get out of bounds and deal in generalities which cannot be tolerated. In nine chances out of ten what the student is really doing is an apprenticeship under the direction of a master, doing it with care as meticulous as that required by the old German master whose apprentices made beer kegs, and perfect beer kegs they had to be. Books differ from beer kegs in that all beer kegs have to be alike, and all good books have to be very different from anything that has gone before. Therefore, the beer keg method of producing scholars is not entirely satisfactory. It is seldom that the graduate student makes an original contribution to knowledge, and it is better for him to think that he is mastering the tools with which he may in the future make an original contribution.

What he may do in a thesis is open up a vista of opportunity to be followed and exploited as soon as he has finished with the requirements. Unless he does this, he can never amount to much because worthwhile work must be independent work, and the meeting of the requirements does not constitute independence. It often happens that the student becomes enamored with the professor and tries to be like him. This is, in my opinion, fatal. He must at some time start out as his own master and director, and when he does this, he will soon pass a point where no professor can help him very much. If he catches sight of the white tail of truth flashing through some dense forest of books, figures, and facts, and sets off after it, he will have no time to fool along with or imitate men who are chasing some other rabbit or have grown too tired to chase any very far. I believe that professors could render a service to graduate students by being a little less reticent about the methods of investigation in which I know wise graduate students are interested.

What I have said is that the byproduct must be more important than the thesis if the boundaries of knowledge are to be enlarged. Every man who has won a reputation or become an authority on his subject will admit this. I think I have made it clear that The Great Plains was a byproduct. It began with the writing of the thesis, while the history of the Texas Rangers was a straight job of investigating and compiling which required no originality at all. Any historian could have done it, and it would have been pretty much the same regardless of who did it. It was the knowledge of the Texas Ranger, his affection for his weapon, and his problem of meeting the Comanche Indians on horseback that opened up a new vista. The Rangers’ six-shooter was the small article around which the book gradually formed. That was the clue, and it existed only in Texas, not because the weapon was limited to that state, but because the first men to use it were there and nowhere else.

The graduate student is likely to feel that, in order to become learned, he must work on something difficult, uninteresting, and far away. That is a possible method and one frequently followed, but it is by no means the only one or the most interesting. There are advantages in beginning your scholarship at home, not only of convenience but also for intellectual growth. Someone asked me one time when I began my preparation to write The Great Plains, and I answered, quite accurately, when I was four years old. All my childhood and youth from the time I saw the goats licking salt in front of Uncle Jasper Webb’s house in Eastland County entered into the story and shaped the book. I had seen the things I now studied, the land, the vegetation, and the animals. Bounce had wrecked the red wagon chasing jackrabbits. I had seen the covered wagons go west, and return broken by drought and disaster, and I knew how the sound of rain on the roof made men so happy that they had to shout and laugh and go out in it to be drenched to hide the fact that they were almost crying. I had hauled water and had seen the herd become ungovernable in the dry drive to the Craighead pool. My father had practiced dry farming and declared a thousand times that “If I ever leave this damn country, I’ll not stop west of the ninety-eighth meridian.” When the oil boom came and he had the opportunity to sell his land, he made good his word and spent his last days a little farther east toward the land of rain. I asked him once what he meant by this remark, why he wanted to move east of the ninety-eighth meridian. “Because,” he said, “there is not enough rain here for successful farming. The change comes at about the ninety-eighth meridian, and east of that line all is different.” When I had surveyed the institutions from the East into the West, I found that most of them broke in the vicinity of the ninety-eighth meridian, and the line is marked on every map, not because my father mentioned it so often, but because conditions which he observed had determined it. Thus, it came about all through my youth that I absorbed by experience bits of isolated knowledge of the country and came to understand the spirit of its people. When I approached it through books, I found myself dealing with familiar things which now took on meaning and made an integral part of the whole. I was able to recognize a good authority and to detect false notes in the books I examined.

Because a book begins with familiar things does not mean that it may not involve scholarship and lead to learning. I say it may lead to learning. Any subject followed far ramifies until it touches all realms of knowledge, and the only limit is that of the investigator. I have mentioned how sorely I felt the need of an education when I began to follow the ramifications of my subject. I needed geology, botany, zoology, anthropology, history, law, and literature. I mastered none of the subjects I needed, but I did make some progress toward a real education, more than I had ever gotten from formal courses. It was a great help that in most cases I could begin with something I knew. When I began Willard D. Johnson’s study of the desert rivers, it was a great satisfaction to recall Sandy Creek, which had them all. I could begin studying botany with mesquite grass, that desert product so rich in vitamins, or whatever a horse needs, that it would put dynamite in a broken-down animal in two weeks. It would cure and hold in drought and “green up” in a few hours after a light rain.

When it came to plains animals, I knew something of them all. I knew that a jackrabbit was fast on his feet because Bounce never could catch one, and it was easy for me to understand why in the open plains he never sought cover as his short-legged cousin, the cottontail, did. In his native habitat there was no cover. I knew he loved to joke with a dog because I had seen him do it. He, like the antelope, prairie dog, and the buffalo, belonged to the plains, and in order to put them in their place, I studied their anatomy and habits in scientific books. I simply expanded my knowledge of familiar things.

There is an unfortunate tendency around universities, especially new ones that are not quite sure of themselves, to decry the local. The graduate student should know this before he takes the veil, but the knowledge should not necessarily keep him from taking it if he thinks it may eventually lead him to education and understanding. He should know that he must work much harder on a local subject than he would have to work on a foreign one to make a reputation locally, and that when recognition comes, it must come from afar and not in his own home kraal until much later. He must either migrate to his reputation or wait patiently for it to come to him.

There are two sources from which we learn and may perhaps become educated. The most common one is books, knowledge of books, information about them, what they say, and how they say it. The libraries, public schools, colleges, and universities are filled with people, most of whom hold this view. It does not occur to them that there must always be something beyond the book, in the garden, the field, the street, or the marketplace. There are others, comparatively few, who find this out and see the book as an instrument, a glass through which to see more clearly the thing itself. The books are just as necessary as the microscope, but they, like the microscope, are valuable only for what they reveal about the object you are looking at. The people who follow this second method do not live in libraries; they alternate between the library and the field, whether of the stars or with the flowers and grass under their feet. They do not become the slave of what is intended to be their instrument.

Actually, every schoolyard and community of Texas and America is a microcosm of the world. Each has everything from geology to the Milky Way, yet we rake all the time in the muck of books, and we make those under us rake without discovering that the things we labor over are there just outside the door. How fortunate it would have been for me if, when a boy in West Texas, someone would have taught me the physical structure of the jackrabbit, why he had to be fast on his feet and that he was not really a rabbit but a hare. How easy it would have been for me to learn to identify grasses, the mesquite, buffalo, grandma; to identify the birds by their markings and notes; to learn the cycle that went on between the huge solitary wasps which cruised low over the plains late in the afternoon when the tarantulas were out on their spangly legs. I had to read Faber years later to know that the wasps were hunting tarantulas, that they caught them in their holes, injected a preservative in them, laid their eggs in the body, and then sealed up the hole. Then the egg hatched, the young wasp ate the tarantula, which made him strong enough to dig his way out and take after another tarantula for a repetition of the miracle of life. How much more exciting the prairie in the late afternoon would have been had I known why the solitary wasp could occasionally be seen lurking around the tarantula’s hole. To me it only seemed that he was taking an unnecessarily dangerous risk in case the owner found him there. I could have learned all these things easily by the time I was ten years old, but there was nobody to teach me. Faber wrote a great book about ants, wasps, and other familiar insects, and his book is great because he examined the insects and not the books about them. He knew the books, but he had gone beyond them.

It is not my purpose here to set forth a new theory of education. I do not want to say that in preparing to write The Great Plains I went beyond the books to the things of the plains, and began with what had always been in my own backyard. At last I was going with the current.

Perhaps this would be an appropriate place to summarize the points in which graduate students might be interested. In doing so, I do not wish to suggest that any student follow my path. Mine was too rocky to be recommended. I only insist that he follow his own path.

1. Select a subject to which you are willing to be married for life, for once you have chosen it you can never get away from it. The divorce laws are most stringent in academic matrimony.

2. Choose a subject in the field of your interest, one in which your preparation in life or study is reasonably adequate. Do not struggle against your nature, but go with it. Follow the current of your desire.

3. Select a subject that you think has a book at the end of it, a book so important that some commercial publisher will accept, publish, and advertise. This does not mean that the thesis will be the book. God forbid! It does mean that you keep it in mind all the while you are gathering material, and that you are making a book and not a thesis. You can use a part of it for a thesis, but if you stop there, you are doomed.

4. Take plenty of time to select a subject. Discuss the matter with your supervisor, but do not accept outright what he offers you. You would not let anyone sell you a farm, a pair of shoes, or a suit without examination. You should analyze the soil of the farm and try on the shoes and suit to see if they fit your body and personality. You are buying much more when you accept a thesis subject, and it will pay you to ponder carefully before you sign a life contract. The business is so serious that you are justified in changing your subject if you find one more suited to your gifts. The professor does not particularly care what beer keg you work on.

5. Once you have made your decision, set out with your investigation and never look back. Do not plague the professor with petty details, but master them yourself. Do not expect the professor to “guide” you, and above all do not try to impress him with how hard you are working. If you are any good, you will soon know more about your subject than he does, and if you do, there will be no necessity to pose.

6. Do not count the cost, either in time or money or labor, if you expect your work to rise above the mediocre. In the absorption of your work you will not have time to count cost.

7. Work independently, and do not try to “please” some individual. This attitude takes away your independence and your originality. You cannot write a good sentence with someone looking over your shoulder, and you certainly can’t write a good book looking over somebody else’s shoulder. Your supervisor wants nothing more than for you to stand on your own feet, and he will permit you to differ from him if your reasons are sound.

8. When it comes to writing, do not write for one who knows more about the subject than you do. If anyone knows more than you, you should not be writing on that subject—not yet. Write with the reader in mind who knows much less than you do, and make your writing so clear and lucid that he can understand. If you are writing about Texas, write for the reader in Boston or in London.

9. Do not date your writing unnecessarily. Assume that it will be read twenty or fifty years hence—it possibly may.

10. If any paragraph, passage, or sentence does not suit you, if you have trouble with it, try cutting it out.

11. Have your writing read and criticized. Beware of the friend who hands it back and says, “This is fine.” Such criticism is utterly worthless. Any positive criticism is sound. It means that what you have done is not satisfactory to at least one person, and you can assume that there are many others like him. It is your function, however, to assess the criticism, accept such as useful and reject the balance. Do not assume that anything you have written is sacred, and do not take any criticism without appraisal.

The young writer always has the problem of publication. He is always asking himself, “Will any publisher accept what I have done?” It is for him a serious question and one that may never be answered satisfactorily. Loving books as I have, I have always kept open house for the representatives of book publishers who call on the colleges. I did so in high school, and I continued to do so in the university. These men are carefully selected and trained. They are not salesmen in any sense of the word but are more like good emissaries who bring book news, often inside news about authors and publishers, from the outside world. They operate differently in the public school field, the college field, and the trade department, but in each there are men of unusual ability and charm. Because of this interest I believe that I have become as well informed on the “publishing game” as any layman in Texas, and I have among book men in all three fields some warm friends.

Before I began writing, long before, I had publication in mind, and I have noticed that when you have something in your mind, it comes along in the most accidental fashion. One day I walked into Dr. Eugene Barker’s office and was introduced to a man who had a most impressive personality. He was obviously a New Englander and a man of more than ordinary caliber, older than most of the book representatives. He was Mr. George H. Moore of Ginn and Company, who was making a swing around the country searching for manuscripts. After the introduction I sat in on his conversation with Dr. Barker, and when they had finished, I told him that I had something brewing. He expressed polite curiosity, and when I left, I remember saying that if he would come by my office “we would fry some fat or burn a hole in the skillet.” I don’t know whether this unacademic language shocked or pleased him, but anyway he came to the office, and I unfolded my idea of a book on the Great Plains. The six-shooter article had just appeared in Scribner’s, and I gave him a copy. It turned out that he knew much of the plains and had visited the Panhandle with Charles A. Jones, who was manager of the Spur Ranch. Jones, father of the president of Texas Tech, had written an article for The Atlantic Monthly in which he had portrayed the character of Pink Higgins, leader of the Higgins faction in the Horrell-Higgins feud in 1873 and later a thinner of thieves on the Spur Ranch, which Jones managed.

The result of this interview was that Ginn and Company signed a contract for a book on the Great Plains before any of it save the single article was written. Since I was wholly unknown, it was a courageous thing for them to do, the sort of thing that good publishers are constantly doing because their business is a gamble in many respects. This contract meant a great deal to me because it set me free to write as I pleased. My style was not cramped by having to write in such a way as to snare a publisher. In fact, I have found that it is really easier to sell a publisher an idea than it is to sell a finished manuscript. I am not sure of this because I have never sold a finished manuscript, but always the idea on which the manuscript was to be based. I think there are good reasons for publishers’ preference for an idea. There is always something alluring about it. It appeals to the imagination and arouses expectations. It is such a vague and chancy thing that it can be handled only by the top men in the firm, men who have the authority. It lies far beyond the realm of the subordinates and does not have to run a long gauntlet. The finished manuscript has none of these advantages. It comes into the publishing firm with scores of others, most of them hopeless. It is from the very beginning a burden, a task, and it has about two strikes against it to start. The manuscripts are sorted and distributed to readers, and if it survived the first winnowing, it goes on up to other readers who are more blasé and bored than the first. It can be knocked out anywhere along the line, and if the author is unknown, it stands a good chance to be discarded because the reader is in a hurry or suffering from such brain fog that nothing short of a masterpiece could hold his attention. Where a manuscript has to begin at the very bottom and work its way up, and idea begins at the top, and lives or dies on a single throw. Sell your idea and then make your manuscript worthy of the confidence of your publisher’s gamble.

Having sold the idea, all that remained was to write the book. I was ready to write but did not have the time. New vistas of the plains were still opening up, but the time had come for me to set something down on paper. Here I wish to speak of a door, the door of my office to room 103 in Garrison Hall. It is a solid door made of gumwood with an opaque glass panel. So many things have happened when I was at that door that it takes on interest. It was through it that Mr. Moore came knocking, chuckling about burning a hole in the skillet. Shortly after the Ginn contract was signed, I walked up to the door one morning and found a man waiting there. He was the president of the university, Walter M. W. Splawn. He said that the Rockefeller Foundation had become interested in research work being done at the University of Texas, and that two representatives were coming to survey the projects under way. He wanted me to undertake some work in local history which I had promoted in Texas high schools. I told him I had something more important and explained its nature and the fact that I had a contract for publication. The Rockefeller grant was made, and I was given a half year’s leave of absence.

I think that was the happiest half year of my life. It was the harvest period of the grain I had been sowing since I was aged four. Two months before I was to go on leave, I went to the office one night and wrote out the outline of the book, one which was enlarged but not changed in the process of writing. The whole story, with the exception of the section on land and water law, was in my mind. I was living in imagination on the plains.

The first draft of the book was completed, with the exception of one chapter, in less than five months. Aside from the hundreds of pages typed from newspaper files, I had made no notes from books, and I knew I should need hundreds of them, and that I could not waste time hunting them out. Therefore, I arranged with Ralph Parker, now librarian at the University of Georgia, to bring such books to my office as I needed. I gave him a key, and as I read, I made lists from other books of all references bearing on the plains. These lists were sent to Ralph at night, and the next morning the books were in my office. Since I knew the pattern I was following, I could handle these books rapidly. In fact, I seemed to develop a magnetic quality for anything bearing on my subject. A sentence on the plains would almost jump out of the page when I glanced at it. This may seem strange, but it is a fact, and as a result I could during that period read ten or fifteen books a day. If something showed up that I wanted, I put a marker in the book and laid it on the floor. Stacks of books with these markers rose around the room, to the despair of the janitor.

After ten days or two weeks of reading on one subject, I would begin a chapter, and would finish it in about a week or ten days, using the books instead of notes on them. I have never been able to compose on the typewriter, and during the first week I developed severe writer’s cramp and could not get rid of it. To find relief, I began to copy such quotations as I expected to use on the machine, and to do the composition by longhand. So intense was my interest that I overcame my difficulty with the typewriter, and in four or five days I became unconscious of the mechanism and made the transition from longhand.

Never before or since have I worked with such intensity and joy. I lived in a mental cocoon which I had spun about myself through imagination. The students swirled along the corridors, banged doors, stamped off the mud on wet days, laughed, shouted, and called to one another, but I was not disturbed. In the class intervals professors lectured away, oftentimes as if they were really interested in their subjects, but I was not lured by their knowledge. I was roaming the plains in my cocoon, building a world into which all the pieces seemed to fit. I was working creatively as well as historically, breaking a lot of precedents. After two hours, I would cross the campus, climb a high stool and drink coffee, studying how to make some tangle clear to myself and plain to the reader. The people around me were not the real people. The real people were those who were hunting buffalo, fighting Comanches, going up the cattle trail, migrating to the Pacific by the Oregon, California, and Santa Fe trails, fencing, dry farming, and hunting for water on horseback and on foot, with everything from prayer to gunpowder and dynamite. The whole country took on all its dimensions, and I could range over it at will, both chronologically and geographically from the time Coronado first saw it and before down to the present time. And I felt at home at any time and at any place. I worked with a regular rhythm, four hours in the morning, a nap in the afternoon, and then three more hours, and occasionally I would work twelve or fourteen hours at a stretch. I would go home exhausted in both body and mind, a delicious exhaustion, and wake the next morning to find my subject as wonderful as ever, and I would return to the task as a man to his mistress.

The manuscript was finished, revised, rewritten, and polished, though many passages remained untouched. The maps were made according to my direction, and on those taken from other sources, the ninety-eighth meridian was superimposed. Then one day it was boxed up and sent to Ginn and Company in the winter of 1930–31. It would have been accepted as a thesis, but I had not the slightest desire to make that use of it. Publishers send serious manuscripts out to experts, men who know something about the field of study. Mine was sent to one who made an anonymous report, a copy of which Mr. Moore sent to me with a friendly letter. The expert did not make a favorable report, but Mr. Moore explained that publishers have to make allowances for experts who feel that they can earn their money only by being critical, and he said they were going ahead with the publication.

Here I wish to say something about my feelings in reference to the work I had done, into which I had poured all my labor, thought, and perhaps something of my emotion. I was conscious of the fact that I was breaking the precedents of historical writing, that I was opening a new trail into the plains, making an interpretation that had not been suspected before. When the job was finished, it was paid for in the greatest intellectual experience I have ever had, and my satisfaction in it could in no way be conditioned by any sort of criticism. I expected criticism, but I also felt that it would come out of preconceived notions and possible misunderstanding of the new approach. In the end I believed it would be accepted because it made rational and logical and natural the story of the Anglo-American civilization of the Great Plains. As I said, the book was paid for before it was published.

Putting the manuscript through the press of Ginn and Company was a real pleasure. The old, stiff standards of editing still prevailed, and I was amazed at the skill and knowledge of those unknown geniuses who are employed in great publishing firms. Not a word was changed without my permission, and proof followed proof until everything had passed through the mill at least three times. Some of the younger publishing firms would do well to study the exacting standards and the scrupulous observation of the rights of authors in these old New England firms.

The book came off the press in the early summer of 1931, just as I was leaving to teach summer school at Duke University. Since the book was done in Texas—and could have been done nowhere else—I was anxious for Texas to know about it. Therefore, I made a major mistake by asking a friend who wrote for a large number of Texas newspapers to review the book and had an early copy sent to him. This first review appeared while I was in Durham, and I received a copy of it in the Austin paper. The review said in effect that here was another book on the West, that it was interesting in parts, that it was based on secondary sources, and that there was nothing new in it. I was somewhat shocked, but my opinion of the book was unshaken. I wired the man that his review of the book was unjust and asked him to “kill” it in all Texas papers that had not yet published. It was too late because all his copy had the same release date, but it turned out that what he had written was of so little interest that so far as I ever knew, only one paper used it. This was certainly a bad start, and it was my fault because no beginning author should ever ask anyone to review his book. Strangers have no such inhibitions as your friends have about your work. Later, after the book had begun to make its way, the man told me that he had reviewed the book without reading it, something that I had suspected.

After a short stay in Durham I drove on with my family to New York and decided to go on up to Boston. I shall never forget the drives of that summer, especially the one into Washington along the Jeff Davis Highway in Virginia, sacred ground over which the armies of the North and those under Lee and Jackson had contested for every acre. Virginia has rendered a great public service by erecting markers along the highway describing the action, giving the location of the battlefields, and pointing the way to the white cottage in which Stonewall Jackson died. My imagination took fire as I drove that day with Union and Confederate armies moving on either side in the great forests. I was also struck with the impudent humor of Virginians in designing the road leading straight to Washington as the Jeff Davis Highway.

While in New York visiting with Bob Mason, who had risen to a high place, I took a taxi to 489 Classon Avenue, where Mr. Hinds lived when he wrote me the letter in 1904. I began to feel that perhaps at last the seeds he had sown had not all fallen on barren ground, but then I thought of my friend’s review, and I was not yet sure. The regret of never having seen Hinds was strong on me.

It took all day to drive from New York to Boston, and as we got a late start, we arrived at Boston about one o’clock in the morning and registered at the Statler Hotel. The next morning, I went to the office of Ginn and Company at 15 Ashburton Place, and when I met editor George Moore, he was obviously in high spirits. “Come,” he said, “to my office. I have something to show you.” He opened a drawer of his desk and took out the book section of the New York Times, and there spread across the whole front page was a review of The Great Plains, a review which pronounced it a new interpretation of the American West. The review was written by William McDonald, a man whom I have never met. This, however, was not the first recognition in New York. Two or three weeks before, Lewis Gannett, editor of the New York Herald Tribune “Books” section, had devoted a column to it in which he was, for once, a little extravagant in his commendation. He was the first man in America who went out on the limb with me in the Great Plains adventure. His column was followed later by a full front-page review in the Herald Tribune by historian Henry Steele Commager.

Two such reviews in the two leading papers of the nation would have justified a trade book publisher in launching a big advertising campaign, but Ginn and Company had no means of doing that since they were textbook publishers strictly. I had never looked on The Great Plains as a textbook. It is too unconventional because it cuts across too many fields of study; and its adoption as a text would require professors to reorganize their courses, something they are loath to do. I considered it a reference book with trade book possibilities, and I suggested to Ginn that they issue a trade edition without realizing how impossible that was. The fact that a book published by a textbook company was getting front-page reviews in the big papers was something new to Ginn and Company, although they had acceded to my request that they send out review copies. Though I regretted that I could not have a trade book edition, I never once regretted my contract with Mr. Moore and with Ginn.

Among pleasant Boston recollections on this visit was a meeting with C. H. Thurber, a most distinguished New Englander. He had seen the review, knew I was coming and, like a good publisher, had arranged a dinner. I don’t know what he expected, perhaps long hair or a Vandyke goatee, or some other outward mark of literary eccentricity. He looked me over from head to foot and remarked, “Well, why don’t you grow up and look like an author.” I had to console myself with Phil Bruce’s maxim that, if a man has either money or brains, he does not have to tell about it, even with eccentricities. Mr. Thurber was kind enough to say that they considered The Great Plains a “permanent” book, a piece of property which would have value for a long time. Then he told me the story of William Graham Sumner’s Folkways. Sumner taught at Yale, and for years he worked on an idea which resulted in his epoch-making contribution to knowledge. No one save perhaps a few of his students knew much of what he was about. Then when his work was finished, he had difficulty in finding a publisher. Finally, Ginn took a chance and bought out his work, a professional book, a character book on which publishers do not necessarily expect to make money.

Folkways met with a slow reception, the sales were small, but gradually the reputation of the book expanded, and sales continued, year after year. Meantime, Sumner wrote other books and became known in the whole world of scholarship in the social sciences. A university press decided that it would issue all of Sumner’s work in a uniform edition, and opened negotiations with Ginn and Company for the rights on Folkways. “We quoted them a price on the book that was in our opinion very reasonable,” said Mr. Thurber. “They not only refused but wrote us a curt letter indicating that we were attempting to hold them up. So we kept Folkways. The sales of this book for the last year alone would have paid for the whole sum we asked for, and the book will go on indefinitely.” To have my own work mentioned in the same bracket with Folkways, which I knew and loved, was a real thrill. In fact, that was a thrilling summer during which I had to kick more than one star out of my way.

The Great Plains has never been a big seller. It could not be shown in bookstores because textbooks carry only 20 percent commission, and booksellers will handle no book that does not carry from 33 to 40 percent. They will order the book if a customer demands it, but they will not sell it because they say that their overhead is 25 percent. No one can blame them. The book was not advertised through trade channels, and it sold for a high price. After the first year, the sales dropped to one-third and have remained there ever since, rising only when the book is attacked, as in the case of the Fred A. Shannon appraisal.

About three years prior to the publication of The Great Plains, Dr. Barker suggested one day that I join him in the writing of a textbook for the public schools. This was something of a surprise, and no definite plans were made. He mentioned the subject again, and of course I agreed to join him. It was not until I entered this joint work that I really got acquainted with the “Chief,” a name A. C. Krey gave Barker many years ago. We enlisted the cooperation of William E. Dodd of Chicago, and I became the junior member of the Barker, Dodd, and Webb series of histories which were widely used in public schools throughout the country. Of course, textbooks do not count in the field of scholarship, but I must say that the writing of one does a great deal to clarify a teacher’s ideas of his subject and to restore his perspective. It is no child’s play, and those scholars who express scorn for this activity are not well informed as to its requirements. It takes a great deal of hard work to do a decent textbook, even in the elementary grades.

I practically dropped out of the series to write The Great Plains and to complete the work on The Texas Rangers. An amusing incident occurred about six months after The Great Plains was published. Ray Lee, who was then editor of an Austin newspaper, called me at midnight, and I went to the telephone half asleep. “Did you write the book called The Great Plains?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered.

“Well, we have received a news release that it has been awarded the Loubat prize of $400.”

“The what prize?”

“The Loubat prize of Columbia University.”

“I never heard of the Loubat prize,” I said.

“Well,” answered Ray, “I never heard of The Great Plains.”

I think very few people know of the Loubat prizes, few compared to the widely advertised Pulitzer prizes. The Loubat prizes are given at intervals of five years for the most significant books appearing during that period on the American continents about the Americas. The first prize is $1,000 and the second is $400.

There was a scurrying about now, transferring credits from the University of Chicago to the University of Texas, and in 1932, I received the Ph.D. degree from the educational institution of my preference, the one that has meant everything to me. I went through all the forms and actually wrote a long paper on the evolution of the horse in order to make the necessary credits in anthropology, which had succeeded Keasbey’s Department of Institutional History. I don’t think I did particularly well on the oral examination and would in fact prefer not to talk about it. Even so, the committee reported that it was “satisfied,” and I accepted their verdict without making them a speech. I had at last my union academic card and was now free to work.

The person who undertakes to make his way in the American academic world without the Ph.D. degree is carrying a big handicap. Until he has it, he has to answer questions; after he gets it, no questions are asked. If his name comes up for promotion, his proponents have to fight hard to get it, and of those who have it [the higher rank and Ph.D.], and often little else, they whisper the shortcoming, and if they are crowded, they will come out in the open with the direct charge of an unforgivable academic sin. Any time the man without the degree is put in the scales with one who has it, he knows that he must pull about fifty pounds more weight than his competitor to strike a balance. There is no use to kick against the system because it is established and will be maintained. There is much good in it, but there is also some evil. The best thing the young man who pines for an academic career can do is to “go for the degree,” and the sooner he goes, the better. The degree reminds me of Mr. Dooley’s story of the suspenders. Suspenders, he said, were the greatest invention ever made because they turned man lose to work with both hands. The Ph.D. degree holds up a lot of academic pants that might otherwise prove embarrassing. Moreover, the man who wears a belt and the suspenders society judges as always being a little out of style, an academic “character.”

My own case is a special one. I do not recommend my procedure to anyone, and I realize that it succeeded only because of the liberal attitude of the department to which I was attached. Two factors were against me. One was the lack of early schooling. The second was a late start, and a third was the recurrence of periods of indecision. The factors that favored me were those which, with less luck, might have proved disastrous. I refer to my inability to work according to other men’s patterns. I never liked to take orders and gravitated to a profession where few are given. Along with this characteristic was another trait, that of working independently on something that I like to do. I doubt that any training or discipline could have taken this trait away from me. It is too deeply ingrained. It has brought me my bitterest moments and also the most exalted. It has been the cause of many failures and a few successes. There may be a little talent in it; there is certainly some stubbornness. Neither results from my own will, but from the way the gyroscope inside spins always on its own plane. There is, after all, no greater fun than betting on yourself—if you can occasionally win.

It was not easy to turn back to the drudgery of straight history after the thrilling adventure of the Great Plains. Still the job had to be done, if ever I was to get a high degree. The University of Chicago was very kind, and I had several letters suggesting that I should come up, take the examination, and get it over with. I answered but made no commitment. I said I was busy with a program of work, the program I had mentioned on the snowy February night. In the meantime, I was forgetting all the things I had learned there which might have enabled me to pass some sort of examination. The men who knew me were retiring or moving away. I had registered the subject of the thesis, a history of the Texas Rangers. One letter was an inquiry as to whether I wished to keep the subject on the list so that no one else would take it. I suggested that the subject be dropped. I stated that I was so far along that no one could complete the subject before I did, and that since all materials were in Texas, no one could work on it without my knowledge. In view of these circumstances I suggested that the subject not be carried longer. I did not cut loose from Chicago because I was not ready, but because I realized that at some time pressure might be put upon me to take the degree, and I wanted to be in position to do so if it became absolutely necessary.

The problem was solved in an unexpected manner. Dr. Barker came to me one day and said that I should take the degree at Texas, that the department had talked it over and advised it. I needed no urging, but I never would have made the suggestion myself. “You can use The Great Plains for a thesis,” he said.

“I can have the Texas Ranger manuscript ready as originally planned. The Great Plains was not written as a thesis, and I do not especially want it used as one.” He thought I should get on with the business and have it out of the way.

Shortly after returning from Chicago, we bought our first car, a Model T Ford, and this opened up new pleasures and opportunities for the whole family. There were as yet few good roads, and it would take us all day to drive the 240 miles to visit my parents, who had moved to Weatherford—east of the ninety-eighth meridian. My father had bought a small farm there on the edge of town. The cottage sat on an elevation overlooking a fertile valley where his small farm lay. The land was rich to begin with, and it improved every year as long as he was able to look after it. The crops of fruit, vegetables, and grain he produced there were a joy to look at and a great source of pleasure to him.

One purpose I had in mind in buying the Ford was to make a trip along the Mexican border to visit the Ranger camps and see how the Rangers operated under about all that was left of frontier conditions. The story of this trip, made in the summer of 1924, is told in “Adventures of a Historian,” the last chapter in The Texas Rangers. I was accompanied by Captain R. W. Aldrich and Arch Miller. We spent more than two weeks on the trip, and I saw the Big Bend country for the first time. It had not been “improved” and was as wild and beautiful as it had ever been in the past, when the Spaniards found it, when the camels made their journey through it just prior to the Civil War. The whole Texas-Mexican border made a powerful appeal to my imagination. Though I had never seen such desert country, I felt that it was somehow mine, and many times later, even now, I feel an almost irresistible desire to see it again. This desire has on many occasions almost amounted to homesickness. There is an indefinable charm about a high arid land with its grotesque forms of desert erosion, one which I think appeals much more to men than to women.

I have returned to the Big Bend time and again and expect to do so on every possible occasion. Roy Bedichek drove out there one Christmas and camped in the sand bed at the mouth of Santa Elena Canyon with one-armed Jack Wise, who lived in a tent and served as a guide to occasional tourists. Jack was a born entertainer, something of a poet, and much of a philosopher. He also was a good businessman, as he sold me a meta for three dollars which I have suspected was made just for that purpose. He knows much of nature and caught us on an Owen Wister story such as cowboys love to tell greenhorns. This was the story of the knee rabbit, an animal that will take the water and that is found only along the Rio Grande. It seems, according to Jack, that a great flood swept the Rio Grande about fifty years ago, a flood which drowned all male cottontails and all female jackrabbits. The result was the male jackrabbits crossbred with the female cottontails, giving rise to the knee rabbit.

At the present time the United States government and the Mexican government have under consideration the establishment of an international park in the Big Bend of Texas and the Del Carmen range of the state of Coahuila, Mexico. I am here putting on record a story that documents proof of which may eventually be produced. It has to do with the inception of the idea of an international park, an idea which will eventually materialize into reality, a friendly meeting place and playground for two neighbors.

In 1928 a young couple, Jac L. Gubbels and his wife, Greta, became our next-door neighbors, with the result that a friendship developed between the two families. Jac was a Hollander who had spent several years in the Dutch East Indies and had come to Texas to practice his profession of landscape architect. He had been employed as a consultant in the new Austin city plan and had moved up from Houston to take up permanent residence in the capital. At that time a rash of parks had broken out over Texas, and under the political leadership of Pat Neff, who was then governor, many had been given to the state by individuals or municipalities. Jac knew a good deal about these parks, and I knew something of the Big Bend. We were standing late one evening in the shade of a bois d’arc tree in the backyard, and the subject came up. From my study of the West, I knew that the federal government owned no land in Texas, and therefore lacked the basis for a national park. I also knew that Mexico and Texas had met on the border in combat. I knew the beauty of the Big Bend and its unspoiled quality, and I had some notion of the grandeur of the Del Carmen country just beyond.

Soon we—Jac and I—were discussing an international park where Mexicans and Texans could meet on neutral ground, in friendship, amity, and fun. We had a great castle-building hour and agreed there that we could only start the idea, that the politicians would take it away from us, and that therefore we would be content to promote it in the right places and then drop out of the picture. “The people to see,” said Jac, “are _____ of San Antonio, and R. L. Bobbitt of Laredo.” Jack knew these people and was to write them letters. This he did, and soon the discussion of an international park emerged. There may have been some discussion of a Big Bend Park prior to this by others, but I doubt that there was any discussion of the international park. This conversation occurred about 1928 or 1929.

In the spring of 1938, I was made a consultant of the National Parks Board through the recommendation of W. R. Hogan and requested to make a report on the historic sites and tourist possibilities of the Big Bend region. I made two trips there and lived with Pete Crawford, who was stationed alone at Castolon in the very bottom of the wild country. Pete had a cabin on the Cartledge Ranch at Castolon, named for a castellated mountain cone near which the Cartledge Trading Post is situated. I took the car, and we drove all over the country and did as much tramping as Pete could be induced to do in his cowboy boots. He was averse to walking, having been raised in the cowboy tradition.

I took it as my function to learn as much about the history of the Big Bend as possible, and to locate the points of interest for the horde of tourists that would pour in once the park was opened to the public. Through reading, I had come to know of John Wesley Powell, whom I have mentioned before, and knew that he began his career in the West shortly after the Civil War by taking the first boat party through the Colorado River. He had done this, even though he had lost an arm in battle. It occurred to me that every tourist to the Big Bend would want to know what it was like inside the Santa Elena Canyon, one of the points of interest in that country. Then I made a search in the library and found the account of Dr. Robert T. Hill’s expedition through in 1899. A few other parties had attempted it, usually with disastrous results. They either lost boats or lives or both.

Finally, I decided that I would like to make the trip, carrying photographic equipment and making a pictorial record of what I saw. Whether a horseback trail could be put along the perpendicular walls, whether boat excursions could be sent in with reasonable safety. Unfortunately, I did not stop with thinking about such an expedition but made the statement that I would undertake it. It is so easy to undertake things.

The preparations were very difficult because all the equipment had to be bought and shipped to Alpine, whence it was hauled one hundred miles by truck to the point of embarkation. Permits had to be secured from the Mexican officials and from local American officials for navigation of an international stream.

Meantime, the task of completing the study of the Texas Rangers had extended over a long period. The amount of research was enormous, and the project had been interrupted by the sojourn in Chicago, by the writing of The Great Plains and by the textbook program. It was about 1933 that I definitely made up my mind to finish the book so that it would be published in the fall of 1935, the hundredth anniversary of the formation of the force, and the year before the Texas Centennial celebration which was then in prospect. It was this resolution, made one day while coming up the main walk from coffee, that held me to the task, causing me to go to the office and write when I might otherwise have been too tired or diverted by some form of recreation. The Rangers had a glorious past and had performed enough exploits to fill many volumes. The history was episodical because the work of the men has been episodical. It became a question of finding some thread of unity on which to hang the incidents, and the only one available seemed to be the great leaders, the captains.

The task before me was to write a factual history of the force, and not dwell too much on the romance and heroism of the men except as these things showed through the records of their deeds. The material was abundant, despite the fact that many records had been destroyed by fire. It was great fun to read the reports sent in by the officers from various parts of Texas, a pleasure that the historian derives from handling original documents and getting acquainted with men through their letters and handwriting. I came to the conclusion that you can learn the character of a man by reading his letters, and if there is a blemish in his character, he cannot conceal it. I became personally acquainted with Jack Hays, Big Foot Wallace, Ben McCulloch, John S. “Rip” Ford, Robert S. Neighbors, John B. Jones, and L. H. McNelly. Though these men were all different in personality, it would be hard to find any group anywhere who would surpass them in integrity, judgment, and intelligence. I do not mention courage because among the Texas Rangers it is not a special trait. It is too common—the common denominator possessed by all who serve long enough in the force to get their names in the record. These men were leaders because they actually led—went first—both in plan and in action. In their official capacity, they were hard men, and of them all Leander H. McNelly was the hardest. Yet in another sense he was the kindest. There is no record that he ever spoke a cross word to one of his men; there is no record that he ever brought a border bandit to prison or permitted one to escape. He killed them all. The story of his killing of twelve or fifteen cow thieves on the Palo Alto prairie and piling them up on the public square at Brownsville for other cow thieves to see is a thriller. The story of his expedition after cattle and cow thieves at Las Cuevas will furnish an example for any commando raid in the world. He was a natural commando leader and could handle a squad of twenty or twenty-five men as if they were an army. At the age of eighteen he was captain of a band of Confederates who operated almost exclusively behind the federal lines; he was dead at the age of thirty-three from tuberculosis, having spent himself in the service of the state.

Major John B. Jones was of a different type. No blood was ever shed in his presence, with one exception, throughout the time he commanded the frontier battalion. He happened to be in Round Rock when Sam Bass was killed, and probably participated in the shooting after it was well under way. He had the ability to go into any mob and bring peace without busting a cap. He did it in the Horrell-Higgins feud, and he did it temporarily in the Salt War at El Paso.

It is interesting to observe that most of the great Ranger captains were below average size. This was true of Jack Hays, L. H. McNelly, and John B. Jones. Whether large or small, they all who rose to leadership and still stand the assay of the historian were very quiet men, soft-spoken, gentle, and not given to outbursts of temper.

In studying the Rangers, I learned something about courage. At least I thought about it and continued to think about it, reading whatever I could find on the subject, until I discovered what it is. In the last analysis, courage of the truest sort is not a positive quality as most people are inclined to think. It is not achieved by putting something into a man. Courage is a negative thing. It exists because something has either been taken out of a man or it has never been put into him. Courage is the absence of fear which leaves the muscles relaxed, the intelligence ascendant over the emotion, and every faculty working in a perfectly normal way. I am speaking of courage of the very highest order, not that of desperation, not that of a will so strong that it keeps a man going on even when he is frightened, often to perform heroic deeds. There the will triumphs over fear by positive action. It is natural that the will can fight better if it does not have to fight two foes: fear and the antagonist. These Ranger leaders who rose to high places had fear left out of their composition. If it was not left out, they had put it out. Nothing stood in the way of their judgment and intelligence, and it was these qualities that brought them to the top in a hard environment of natural selection through survival of the fearless. Fearless is the word for them rather than courageous. A coward can be courageous, but a coward cannot be fearless, regardless of what deeds he performs.

I believe people can, by taking thought, eliminate fear, the greatest of all paralyzers. I told earlier how I eliminated my fear of cyclones. In much the same manner I got rid of a fear of dogs, and as soon as the dogs found out—and they seem to know by instinct—I have had no trouble with them.

In a state of fear the muscles contract. Every athlete knows that he cannot win, cannot pitch or throw true, when he is filled with anxiety. It is when he is perfectly at ease, with a feeling of confidence and of mastery, that he does his best. He knows with the delivery whether his shot is true. No man ever killed a deer when suffering from buck ague [or buck fever]. This contraction of the muscles affects the hands, which because they are the most active servants of the mind, register nearly every emotion. Actors show fear and anxiety with their hands and fingers as much as with their faces. We all do. I once heard a psychologist read a paper on the gunmen of the Old West. He described the way they walked when going to meet a foe, to shoot it out with an enemy. The hands hung loosely by the side, palms back, fingers relaxed. The very act of clenching the fingers throws the whole body into tension, and the gunmen could not afford the luxury of tension. He had to be at ease, his fingers relaxed, ready to obey the mind.

Though I have never seen it commented on, I think it will be found that if the fingers are relaxed, the entire body is relaxed. I have experimented with this theory a good deal, especially when keyed up until I could not sleep, when about to make a public speech—often a terrifying experience—and in emergencies of all sorts. If the psychologists can prove the theory correct, then it would be of great practical value in training soldiers.

L. H. McNelly was a perfect study in relaxation, and so were many others. Fear is more terrible than death, and if repose can be had by the simple act of relaxing the fingers, then courage or fearlessness can be achieved more easily than we have been inclined to think. It is obvious that when fear gets beyond a certain point, relaxation is impossible. The mind goes completely, and instinct and emotion take control.

The Ranger manuscript was finished in 1934, and I was faced with the problem of finding a publisher. Obviously, it was a trade book and, therefore, not suited to Ginn and Company, a textbook firm exclusively. The book appealed to publishers, and with one good book to my credit, I could have some choice. Sixteen years had passed since I had left San Antonio, but my residence there had an interesting connection with the new book. When I was keeping books for Mr. Rees, his daughter, Lonnie, was a mere child who used to come into the store and run about behind the showcases. Later she developed ability as an artist, and when Mr. Rees moved to Austin, I put him in touch with an art teacher for the child who showed keen perception for form and color. She made rapid progress under Ms. Collins, under one teacher after another, and finally went to New York, though I believe that was much later. In collecting illustrations for the Rangers, I found many photographs and tintypes of the various important men. Though they preserved a likeness, they were all in a different medium, and some were so dim that reproduction was impossible. Could I find an artist who would under my direction reproduce the likenesses and do some other illustrations? I thought the matter over very carefully, and finally decided that Lonnie Rees could do what I wanted. She had not yet gained recognition, but I had seen her work and liked it. Therefore, we made an agreement, and she went to work on the photographs and other artwork, even before I had a publisher. She did what I thought was a good job, but I still had to find out what a publisher would say. I wanted a good artist, and other things being equal, I preferred a Texan. So, I took a chance on the young artist with results which will appear shortly.

It was in San Antonio that I met Robert D. Mason at Mrs. Fortner’s boarding house on San Pedro Avenue, where my wife and I spent our first year in San Antonio. Bob’s people came from Kentucky, and shortly after the Civil War they migrated to British Honduras to establish a colony in order not to live under Yankee rule. Bob went down and spent several years there, returning to Texas when he was about grown. After following various occupations, Bob entered the service of the R. G. Dun credit agency and at the time I met him was chief clerk in the small San Antonio office. Bob had never attended school very much but was a great reader with decided liberal inclinations. His memory was amazing. He not only remembered all he read, but where he read it, and being of a somewhat pugnacious intellect, was always ready for an argument. I got into one with him about the American Constitution, and after that I either agreed with him or remained silent. I did learn something about the American Constitution—after it was too late.

Bob and I became friends. Since I had a university degree, Bob thought I was educated, despite my constitutional lacunae [gap], and he probably gathered that I had once wanted to be a writer. One day he came to me and said that everybody in Dun’s office was, in his opinion, in need of some simple instruction in writing, and would I conduct a night class for which the men would pay? My income was small, my expenses increasing, and after a time I agreed to try it. I met the group of clerks that Bob drove into the class and stayed with them until they all quit. We concentrated on simple English, and I think the thing that caused them to drop out was that they found it so difficult to write the exercises I set for them. I remember that the most glaring fault was the writing of the possessive “its” with an apostrophe, thus, “it’s.” Bob took the course, as in fact did the manager of the office, and always claimed that he got something out of it. Bob later went into the army, and upon his return resumed his job with Dun. He received one promotion after another, was manager at Louisiana, Houston, and Philadelphia, and eventually was transferred to the head office in New York with the title of service manager. He now had under his direct control every report writer and clerk in the United States. We kept in touch because the friendship of San Antonio days never waned.

While I was looking around for a publisher for the Texas Rangers, I received a letter from Bob saying that he wanted me to prepare a course in English for the 2,500 employees of Dun and Company. Would I come to New York, spend a few days in the office examining the errors made in report writing, and base the course on the specific needs of the workers? He wanted about the same sort of course that I had given him in San Antonio sixteen years earlier! The fee he mentioned made my summer school salary look like pocket change, and I accepted his offer.

The Ranger manuscript was now ready, and I set to work to sign a contract while I was in New York. I wrote to two or three publishers. Two were definitely interested, and one of these was Houghton Mifflin. My preference was for the other company and for a very poor reason. Houghton Mifflin had charged me for a quotation from Andy Adams’s The Log of a Cowboy, which I had used in The Great Plains, and thus was the only publisher who did make such a charge for an American author. I felt that I had rescued Andy Adams from oblivion, or had helped them to do so, and that the charge was a piece of base ingratitude. Had I thought it through, I would have seen that here is a firm that really looks after the interests of its authors. At any rate, I was far better disposed toward the other firm than I was toward Houghton Mifflin, but my affection was not fully reciprocated. The plan was upset when a Houghton Mifflin representative, LeBaron Barker, showed up in Austin one day, saying that he had canvassed the possibilities of sales on The Texas Rangers, and that he wanted it for his firm. He said they would do well with the book, and I knew that they were strong on western books, publishing Andy Adams, Emerson Hough, F. L. Paxson, and many others.

“You should ask for an advance on that book,” said Lee Barker after I had expressed a grievance. I did not at that time see the advantage of an advance, which is a measure of the confidence that the publisher has in the book. “How much would they advance?” I asked timidly. He mentioned a sum about six times above my imagination. In the meantime, I had sent the manuscript to the other firm, and had a letter accepting it and offering about the advance that I originally expected. I now went to New York and called on this firm. The president seemed to take it for granted that I would accept his offer, and was a little cross when I told him that I considered this a piece of property offered on the market, that I had put fifteen years of work and a lot of money in it, and that I expected to handle it to the best advantage, and that I could not make any commitment at that time.

I took the manuscript and Lonnie Rees’s drawings to Boston and was ushered in to see Ferris Greenslet. I have no idea what Houghton Mifflin paid Ferris Greenslet, but whatever it is, it is not too much. He can attend to more business in less time than anyone I have ever known. He did not wait for me to visit or open the subject. He said, “We want the book. We will make this advance, one third now, one third on delivery of the finished manuscript, and one third on publication of the book, and we will spend an equal amount on advertising, and here is the contract to that effect, and the check will be handed to you before you leave.” I staggered awhile but recovered, and we began the contract.

All trade book contracts have a clause covering moving picture rights, and the commission is pretty well standardized. I knew that The Texas Rangers was not a cinch for Hollywood, and I think for once I used good judgment. I said, “Increase the moving picture commission by 5 percent, and give the extra to the man who makes the deal.” We signed the contract; I stuck a good big check in my pocket and caught the train back to New York, thinking what a fine man Ferris Greenslet is. He signed the contract without seeing the manuscript. Talk about a gambler.

When the manuscript was read, the editors wrote that they liked it, but that it was too long to publish in one volume and that, unless I objected, they would bring it out in two. I wrote that the history of the Texas Rangers should be in one volume, that people would expect it, and that if they would return it to me, I would cut it to the necessary length. This was done without injuring the book.

I now broke the news to Greenslet that I had taken the liberty of hiring an artist—a Texas artist—and that I hoped he would like the results. He was frankly skeptical. I took out the drawings and arranged them on a ledge around the room so that he could see them all at one time. He expressed no opinion at all, but sent out for the firm artist, a tired young man with drooping eyes and very fair skin. The artist swept the display at a glance but said nothing. “What do you think of them?” Greenslet asked. He answered in one word. “Grand!” Lonnie Rees continued her way up as an artist, and later did more work for Houghton Mifflin. Her great distinction lies in portrait painting, in which she has won many prizes. It was a matter of some satisfaction that I was the first to take a chance on the merits of her work.

The business with Greenslet was all over in an hour, and I was on my way back to New York with the check and contract in my pocket. Needless to say, I sent Jane an expensive telegram. Yes, I liked Ferris Greenslet, and I had not seen the last of him. The fact that some efficient clerk had charged me ten dollars for quoting from Andy Adams was put down as an office oversight.

The book was scheduled to appear in the late summer of 1935, and I read proofs while teaching in summer school at Harvard. Houghton Mifflin had shown every confidence in The Texas Rangers, and I saw an opportunity to have The Great Plains brought out at last in a trade edition. I knew that Ginn would not give up the rights, and I had no desire for them to do so, but I felt that arrangements could be made with them for a trade edition. The plan devised was rather complicated, and I thought that, along with one or two other matters, it would require a long conference with Ferris Greenslet. I outlined my proposals, and instead of a long discussion, I found myself in the hall with my hat and coat in about five minutes with all my questions answered—most of them quite satisfactorily. Yes, they would bring out The Great Plains in the same style as The Texas Rangers, provided arrangements could be made with the publishers. As it turned out, it was not necessary for me to see Ginn. The two firms were neighbors and friends, and the plan would probably go through. Thus it happened that the two books were issued in uniform binding, and the jacket for the trade edition of The Great Plains was done by Lonnie Rees. For the second time The Great Plains was reviewed favorably, and for the second time it was made an alternate on the Book-of-the-Month Club.

The Texas Rangers hit the front page of both the big New York book reviews and was widely advertised. The royalty for the first year exceeded the total advance. Owing to length, quality of paper, and illustrations, the book was expensive, and was, I understand, the first five-dollar book put out after the beginning of the Depression. The Texas Centennial was in preparation, and the book was a natural for visitors who wanted something very Texas to take away. The Rangers were Texas all the way.

It is obvious that I was now making some money, yet I was always broke or nearly broke, for reasons which will be explained later. I was making plans to attend the American Historical Association meeting, which is held every year between Christmas and New Year’s Day. I was also planning to buy a new suit, one of good quality. I knew my expenditures had been heavy but thought my bank balance was adequate. Around December first, I went to the bank and got my statement, only to find that it was most unsatisfactory. At lunch that day, I told Jane I was not going to the association meeting and that I was not going to buy a new suit.

“Why, what is the matter?” She asked.

“I’m broke, busted, bankrupt. I’ve only a few dollars in the bank.”

“It can’t be as bad as that,” she said.

“No, it’s worse because I have heavy obligations due around the first of the year. I am not willing to buy clothes or to make unnecessary trips on somebody else’s money.” I was very low in spirit, and the fact that I had a class at two o’clock made me feel worse. There is no lower hour in the day, either for teacher or student, than the first after lunch.

The door of 103 Garrison Hall now enters the picture again. I remember how I felt as I approached it. The bottom had dropped out for me. I was tired, so tired my feet dragged, and I wanted to go to sleep and forget it all. I knew the students would want to go to sleep too. They always do at that hour. As I approached the door from one direction, I saw a boy in a blue postal uniform coming up the hall from the other. It was nothing unusual. Telegraph boys often range through university buildings. He approached my door and inquired for me. I signed the form and tore open the telegram. It was from Houghton Mifflin stating that Paramount wanted to make the Texas Centennial picture based on The Texas Rangers and that an offer had been made, subject to my approval, at a figure which required five digits to write. I bought the suit and went to the American Historical Association meeting.

Finally, the contract arrived, a document of impressive dimensions, on the best of paper and in the most complicated legal language. By the time the Hollywood lawyers get through with an author, he has renounced everything save the fact that he wrote a book, and he may be a little uncertain about that. I made no reservations, and attempted none, knowing that there was no chance of basing a film on a book which was a narration of more or less isolated incidents.

There was a great deal of publicity in connection with the forthcoming film, but my name was never mentioned in this as far as I remember. A Texas politician took the lead and kept it all the way, even appearing on horseback at the close in films sent to Texas. The “world premiere” was held in Dallas with great fanfare. Paramount rounded up the notables of Texas and no doubt brought in the actors from Hollywood. I did not receive an invitation to the premiere, though I lived within four blocks of the state official who was most prominent. I always thought he would have been a better politician had he said to the Hollywood people, “Here, the man that wrote this book lives here. Suppose we let him know about all this. Of course, he is only the author, but we probably ought to extend him a slight courtesy.”

As it turned out, I could not have attended the premiere had I been invited because I was teaching summer school at the University of West Virginia. I did read about it in The Dallas News and, after summer school, drove on to New York to visit Bob Mason. Paramount gave me and my friends a special showing before the picture opened in New York. It was a good picture, but as I suspected, there was precious little history in it. Probably the only people who could make any connection between the book and the film were myself and the one who wrote the scenario script. Some of the Rangers were indignant at the travesty, but I could tell them quite honestly that I had nothing to do with it, that “all I did was to write the book.” Had I been asked to go to Hollywood as “technical advisor,” I would have been permitted to fret or to idle and could probably have effected no changes. Hollywood needs no help in making a western, and though the Texas Rangers was a high-class western, it was still a western, built on the pattern of many others, “The Plainsman,” for example. I asked a Hollywood official why they would pay good money for a book on which to base the film, and then not use it. He replied quite honestly in one word, “protection.” The hero in the film is a combination of Major John B. Jones and Captain L. H. McNelly. The part was played by Fred MacMurray. The villain and the heroine were both dragged in by the hair, in order to have a love story. Jack Oakie was the villain and Jean Parker was the heroine, daughter of the commander of the Rangers. King Vidor, another Texan from Houston, was the director and was no doubt responsible for the finish and dramatic quality. The film undeservedly increased my reputation in Texas, and the contract I signed increased my bank account for a short time.




CHAPTER 5

Making Dollars and Sense

It is rather unusual for men in academic life to make any money. They sometimes tell themselves that they shouldn’t, that their function is to be scholarly. It is fortunately a fact that money does not count for a great deal in academic circles. People are judged by other standards. Most of them live moderately and well within their means. Their credit is notoriously good among businessmen and at banks up to a limited amount. It is often assumed that academic people are poor businesspeople, that they are impractical, idealistic, and wholly unacquainted with sound principles of prosperity. There may be some truth in all these popular conceptions. The fact is that most academic men never have an opportunity to prove whether or not they have business gumption because they are not wealthy to begin with and their income is not enough to justify them in the healthy exercise of such ability as they do have. Their standard of living is fairly high, and expenses press hard on income.

It is clear from the record I have set down that, after my return from Chicago, I began to make some money above my salary. This extra money came from the publishers, and when it came, it always seemed to me that it was money I had not earned. It was not like a gift, or finding money, or money won at poker or on the ponies. It was much better money, better even than a salary check. A publisher’s check does something to me that no other check does, and I get more pleasure from a $50 check from the publisher then I would for a $100 check from any other source. There is so much behind a publisher’s check. For one thing there is mystery in that you never know until you open the envelope whether it is to be large or small. It comes as a tribute to your power of ideas, art, or industry. It comes because you have knocked down a lot of obstacles with your literary ball. You have done something that made a publisher sign a contract, something that made the people out there spend their money and pay a small cash tribute to you in return for the privilege of examining your best thoughts. Perhaps they may admire your art, or your industry, and wish that they could “write a book like that.” You have knocked down a lot of obstacles. Writing is like bowling. You send the literary ball down the alley, and you are a poor bowler indeed if you don’t hit something; but occasionally you are feeling just right, the ball goes true, and you knock down everything in sight. You make a ten strike, and the satisfaction you get out of it is out of all proportion to the importance of the event. You have a sense of power, of conquest, of succeeding at what you have always wanted to do. The publisher’s check is the proof that you have done it. It is the prize for your skill and a part—only part—of your regard.

When I began to receive a little of this money that I “hadn’t earned,” the question arose as to what to do with it. The public has an exaggerated idea of what books earn, and authors are often too modest to correct this impression. Someone suggested that, with this new money, I should make a trip to Europe, to which I replied that I wanted first to make arrangements to stay in America. I had resolved to save the extra money and to invest it as wisely as possible. Mr. Rees said when anyone asked him what was the secret of his business success, that he had only one rule, so simple that few people would accept it. “If I make a dollar, I save a dime today; most people are going to do it tomorrow.” Outside of my five months with Mr. Rees I had had no business experience. I had neither bought nor sold anything. I had never owned stocks or bonds and only one worthless piece of real estate. I went through the oil boom without speculating, and my total loss in that frenzy was only $250. My father was not a good businessman, and there was nothing in my past to indicate that I might ever know how to handle a dollar. On the other hand, I had always lived within my means and shunned debt, remembering what it meant to the farmers of West Texas. I had not followed Mr. Rees’s prescription of saving a dime out of each dollar today.

But here was some new money, the first I had had. I began to make inquiry as to what to do with it. I remember someone suggested real estate notes at 8 percent. I knew that meant difficulty in collecting and might involve foreclosure, which I did not relish. I could not see myself in the unpleasant business of dispossessing some owner because he had been overtaken by misfortune. Even if I did, I would have property that I did not myself select; 8 percent did not appeal to me.

Among others, I talked to Harbert Davenport, who was practicing law in Brownsville.

Harbert said: “My observation is that, when you are established, you can do no better than invest what money you have in your own community. You can watch for opportunities and buy something worthwhile. If you live in a growing community, and have judgment, you can’t beat it.” Thus, my attention turned to my own town, and I was never able to forget what Harbert Davenport had said. When a promoter wanted me to buy something in “a sure thing” far away, I remembered it. I began to study Austin and to envisage its future growth, a fascinating game that made any drive around town interesting.

My first venture in real estate was not based on any principle except the one that I did not want a music teacher or her inept tum-tummers next door driving me crazy with practice. There was a place adjoining my residence owned by an absentee. The property was run down, an eyesore. I had hoped that someone would buy it and improve it, but I was finally catapulted into ownership by a report that a music teacher was thinking of taking it. With only enough money to make a down payment, I bought it, and having it, I wanted to improve it so that good neighbors would live in it. In improving it, I made a major blunder, but made it very early in my career and have been able to profit from it. An acquaintance without any training had gone into the business of house building. His plan was to ship lumber in from East Texas at mill prices, and the savings he promised to make were most alluring. He was a good talker, and finally I believed him. Plans were drawn for the new structure, and a carload of lumber was ordered. Some jackleg carpenters were imported and set to work tearing down the old structure.

Gradually I found that my “contractor” had no financial standing at all. He had borrowed money at the bank on the car of lumber, subject to payment when he got the money from me. In a short time, dissatisfaction showed up among his jacklegs, and I learned that he could not pay them. I paid the bills as long as my money lasted, and then I began to borrow. It was then that I found out I had credit standing, and I needed it all. I finally had to take over all responsibility and get all the subcontractors, plumbers, electricians, decorators, and all. Having started on a bargain basis, I took all the bargains, letting the contracts to the lowest bidder. The results were disastrous. The electrician was a young man as inexperienced as the contractor. There was so much trouble with the wiring that, after two years, it had to be discarded and an entire new system installed. The house cost exactly twice what my “contractor” had guaranteed it would, but it had one good feature. The imported jackleg carpenters had used so many nails and such big nails that it was indestructible. You could hitch a log chain to any part of it and drag it over a mountain and, if it came to pieces, it would do so in small fragments.

In raising money, I made one of the moves which gave me an accidental reputation as a businessman. Years earlier in Eastland County a boy had come to my office selling shares in Cities Service. The price was skyrocketing, and though I was not in a position to venture, I bought two shares, paying fifty dollars down and the balance at my convenience. The shares went up to nearly twice what I paid and then split four to one so that I had eight shares. These began to advance from their lower level and had doubled when I saw my contractor going broke. I ordered the shares sold. The local manager of Cities Service said: “Mr. Webb, you should not sell. I am sure they are going to split again.”

“Well, I said, they may do it, but my father always told me to let the other man have some of the profit. If I can do as well on all business deals as I have on this, I shall be satisfied.” On an investment of $50 I took out nearly $400. People thought I was foolish, and within six months their shares of Cities Service were practically worthless. The crash took them out on the first wave and revealed the crazy fabric of speculation on which they had been erected. After the crash, people thought I had been “smart” in selling. Thus are reputations for business acumen built up. I was plain lucky in having to sell.

The Depression hit with a vengeance in 1929, but I was not affected by it. In fact, it was just at that time that I had begun to receive some returns on my writing, first on textbooks and then on trade books. I began to watch my hometown and its growth. It seemed to be about as stable as any place in America, and actually had burst the bonds of a country town and was becoming a small city. I began to think that I would like to own property instead, in preference to other forms of speculation. I could look at the property. It was tangible, subject to management and improvement, and not like intangible shares in some distant corporation with which I had nothing to do. If Austin was growing, property in the path of its growth would be valuable, and so I began to make inquiry about outlying property with business potential, on a thoroughfare or a highway.

There were two stabilizing factors in Austin. One was the growing university with its thousands of students, and the other was the state capitol with its hundreds of employees who were more or less transient. The capitol and the university are less than a half mile apart. It seemed to me that property lying in the area between would always be in demand, and if it had business possibilities that would be all the better.

Just at this time two developments were going on which held Austin up during the darkest days of the Depression. The university was building a new plant, spending millions of dollars in new buildings, and the city had voted bonds to make civic improvements and to put into effect a city plan. By the time the city and the university had finished their program, the New Deal had come forward with the program of assistance to local authorities in public works, and both groups continued expansion. With the New Deal, Austin, as the capital, became an administrative center, and many federal offices were opened with new people. Austin grew steadily throughout the Depression and was comparatively on a boom, and the city almost doubled its population between the census of 1930 and 1940. I watched all this activity, analyzed the growth, and decided that a new day had dawned for capital cities.

It used to be said that no state capital was worth anything in a business way. There was something about politics that killed business. One could think of many examples—Madison, Harrisburg, Austin, and a score of others. The automobile, I concluded, had changed this whole situation. Formerly a local lawyer would come to Austin and attend to the affairs of half a dozen clients at the governor’s office, the land office, or before the legislature. The automobile now brought thousands where previously tens had come. John Doe in the Panhandle and Richard Roe in the Magic Valley have something to attend to at Austin. They decide that on Sunday they will drive up. Neither wants to go alone, and so each fills his car with the family and neighbors, and off they go. This happens in every town, and these people now pack the capital hotels to capacity and make business for the merchants. They have transformed the sleepy capital town into a thriving, bustling city with a strong holiday and political flavor.

The capital has become a sort of epitome of the state. It draws its substance from the entire state, and in that it differs from any other place in the state. Texas is so large that some part of it is always productive and relatively prosperous. Austin reflects the condition in the entire state and is held up by the state at large as no other town is. The payroll is stable and constantly increases with the centralization that is going on and with constant expansion of government and activity. From being the worst business towns, capitals, while not the largest, are tending to become the most dependable in the various states. All of these things I figured out, and I decided to stake my judgment on my own analysis and disregard what people said about investments in real estate. I would buy between the capital and the university, and I would keep an eye out for property on the highways in the path of expansion.

I have never understood why people with limited incomes are so shy of real estate. Under present conditions it is about the only thing that a small investor can buy that is not controlled by others. It cannot be dissolved or depreciated by a group of men sitting around a shiny table in New York. It is real property, and nothing but an earthquake can destroy it. It is, moreover, the only investment on which you can get a dividend the day you buy it. You buy a house and rent it, and you receive a dividend check at once. The difficulty comes because people often feel that that check is all dividend. It is part interest, part depreciation, part repairs, insurance, and risk. Only a small part of it is profit, to be applied on the principal. If you consider the check the dividend, you are doomed to an awakening. You cannot let the property run down, or you will get bad tenants who can’t pay rent and who will actually destroy property because it is shabby. You have to feed property with paint, shrubbery, new shingles, and wallpaper just as you have to feed a milk cow with grain, cotton seed, and hay if you expect to get any profit.

There is a saying that, if you will take care of a good piece of property when you are young, it will take care of you when you are old. I think there is much truth in it. Income from property should be carried in a separate account, and if the property is not paid for, the money in that account should be held in trust, not as your money but as something that belongs to your creditor. If this policy were followed, it would be possible to pay for a piece of property without any further outlay than the original down payment of say one-third. There are few other investments on which this is possible. The observations I am making here hold only for good property, and in the selection the individual must exercise his own judgment. You can go broke on property in the best town.

It seems strange that academic people pay so little attention to the possibilities of the town in which they live. Any good college or university collects a prosperous community around it. The teachers never seem to realize that this will be true. Many of them prefer to buy shares in oil wells, gold mines, inventions, any blue-sky proposition that comes along, provided it is far enough away and sufficiently alluring. They overlook the opportunities on the street while making momentous decisions and impressive preachments on economic laws and financial transactions.

A street called Guadalupe runs past the campus of the University of Texas. In 1914 it was a residential street with nothing but a drugstore and Charlie’s Place on it. That summer a large lot with two houses on it went begging for, as I remember, $3,500. These houses stood directly in front of the university where every student passes once or twice a day. It was a natural center. It happened that summer that I had two dollars and was not in the market for anything except a job. The point I make is that no university professor had imagination enough to see that the university would grow from its two thousand to its present ten thousand students, and that that property was destined to be the best anywhere. If any of them had the imagination, they lacked the courage to act. No member of the university so far as I know ever invested a dollar on the street facing the campus. The property today cannot be bought at all, and $3,500 would not buy a strip wide enough for a shoeshine parlor. The best of it was bought by women who “have no business sense.”

The second piece of property I bought was on a new street which was projected to run through the campus and carry most of the north-south fast traffic of the city proper. This property came on the market about 1932 when the Depression was at its worst. The Depression brought it on the market because the owner had been speculating in stocks, was not accustomed to being in debt, and decided to jettison a part of his cargo. The price was high at the time because it was not certain that the new street would be opened up. It was no time for me to buy because I was, as usual, broke. I had $250, whereas it required $1,250 to make the down payment. Had times been normal, the property would have been snapped up instantly, but times were not normal. Everybody was depressed and blue, but even so, I knew that a decision had to be made immediately. I decided I could afford to lose the down payment and sent a distress call to a publisher: “Would you advance me $1,000 against royalty?” Publishers were suffering too, and though the letter I received was not cordial by any means, it contained a check for $1,000, which with my pittance made the down payment and gave a “slow note” for the balance. I was really out on a limb, and when I thought of what I had done, my navel seemed to glue itself to my backbone. I thought of it as little as possible.

In time the street was opened and made into a boulevard along which thousands of cars pass daily. I had bet and won. Before this happened, however, I made another move. The property was potential business property, and it lay in the area between the university and the capitol. However valuable the property might be in the future, it was worthless because there was no income on it. Oil companies were willing for me to put up a station, but they would not guarantee even a small rental, and I would not build without a guarantee. It occurred to me to put up some small structures for residential purposes pending business development, leaving the front vacant. There was a demand for houses, but no one would build. The contractors and carpenters were idle, and the lumber yards were on holiday. It was the year 1935.

I may say that I did not share the general gloom about the Depression. I believed that we had passed the crisis, that we would climb out. I had confidence in America, in Texas, and in the town in which I lived. It seemed to me a good time to go in debt, and I went in by building six studio cottages around the court and furnishing them for people who worked at the capitol or attended the university. I called the place “Jalna,” taking the name from Mazo de la Roche’s novel, and when someone asked me what it meant, I said it meant a place where a row is going on all the time.

This time I avoided the mistakes of my first venture. I went to a reliable firm, and all the work was done by people who lived in the community and were part of it. Though I did not hunt bargains, prices were very favorable because of the depressed conditions, and the cottages were made so attractive and have been kept in such good condition that, up to this time, there have been practically no vacancies.

There are two unfortunate words connected with real estate. One is landlord, and the other is tenant. The people who reside in property I own are not tenants. They are temporary owners and are my friends and neighbors. I was made a homeowner by an ungracious owner who thought he was something of a lord. My dealings with him gave me the point of view of the so-called tenant, one which has been of much value to me. He would not make repairs if he could help it, and when he did make them, he did it as if conferring a special favor. This attitude does not pay and costs the owner dearly in the end. I make any repair that is at all reasonable, and make it cheerfully on the grounds that I want to have property in first-class condition so that first-class people will rent it and live in it as a home. People appreciate this and show their appreciation by taking care of the place and helping to keep it attractive. Some of the best friends I have today are people who have lived in these apartments and have been my neighbors. They help fill the vacancies and are as anxious as I am to preserve the tone of the place. I would rather make a small profit on good property than a big return on tenements. When cities decide to eliminate the slums, they are going to have to start the cleanup by compulsion on landlords.

In my opinion civic pride is one of the most contagious infections. I have noticed that if you buy a piece of rundown property on the street and improve it, bring it up to date with paint, new wallpaper, and a well-kept lawn, the whole block gets busy, especially homeowners. There is a section of my hometown, most of which is very attractive, that needs attention. While there are practically no slums, there are rundown sections, occupied mostly by a Negro population. Most of the Negro homeowners have attractive places in which they take much pride. The houses are clean, the fences are repaired, and a general appearance of well-being is in evidence. Oftentimes, just across the street, some white man will own a string of shacks not fit for a dog to live in. They are unpainted, the porches are rotten, and the inside is no better than the outside. I do not believe that we should wait for the federal government to come along and remedy this situation, but I do believe that the federal government should do it if the city and the property owners, who are influential in the city, refuse. It seems that the federal government is not going to save the tiny home with all its individuality. It puts up blocks of buildings in its slum clearance projects, and while they are remarkable for their conveniences, they are deadly to the spirit and pride of having something entirely your own.

I would like to see some city call in all the landlords and invite their cooperation in an experiment. This experiment would require that at least one house on each block should be put in good repair, painted attractively, and rented on condition that the yard and all the premises be made attractive and kept clean. This would mean four houses of this sort on each block, one facing each street. Any owners on the street should be encouraged to follow this example, and the necessary money provided under proper conditions. Tenants of the other houses could be encouraged to put their places in order, and if they did so, some pressure could be exerted on the owners to make repairs. Certain property should be condemned outright by the city unless it is repaired. The city should provide receptacles for garbage, and then should insist on sanitation. The streets should be paved to reduce the dust nuisance, and the alleys kept clean. The alleys of American cities and towns are an open disgrace.

The owners should make a rule of dropping around to see the occupant for reasons other than collecting the rent. Think how much difference it would make in the relationship if the owner came by and said: “John, you sure have a nice garden. When your beans get right, I want to buy some of them. I have always liked snap beans fresh out of the garden. I’ll buy them of course, and I want you to phone me when I may have them or bring them by. This grass looks good. I see you keep it well mowed. It helps the look of the place. By the way, if you would like some shrubbery there, I’ll pay for it if you will put it in and see that it is cared for. How are your doors? If any of them get to dragging, let me know, and we’ll have them fixed before they are damaged. I don’t like a draggy door.”

In contrast, I want to tell how a certain real estate man made a fortune. He was agent for a man who had a large string of rent shacks. In time the man died, and the agent continued to manage for the widow, but not very well. He could not collect the rent, repairs were heavy, and everything went wrong. The widow finally sold the property—to the agent. His method of collecting the rent was to go on the first of the month carrying in one hand a zinc bucket containing tacks and “for rent” signs and in the other a hammer. He would knock on the door with a hammer, which would be useful in case of trouble, and if it were opened, he would demand the two-dollar weekly rent. If it was forthcoming, he would write a receipt; if not, he would order the place vacated and tack up a “for rent” sign on the wall. The profit was more than 20 percent, but the satisfaction must have been small.

The terrible thing about poverty is that it takes away self-respect. Self-respect cannot be restored by giving to people, but it can be restored by believing in people and making it possible for them to help themselves. Today all over the nation people in the west end of town are cursing the government or engaging in pompous discussion of how to save the nation, while in the east end of town they are imposing or tolerating conditions which produced the troubles they complain of. I would like to see some city, most of all my own, experiment with landowners and residents in civic improvement and in social reform. I don’t like those words, but I can find none that have not been made objectionable by professional up-lifters. I believe that if some secretary of the chamber of commerce would enlist the support of a committee of citizens, call a meeting of all the property owners, and appeal to them to strike out on new lines of cooperation and help, that much could be done to remove the necessity of federal interference in private affairs. The landowners will get more fun out of the experience than they will out of paying the higher taxes they are going to have to pay if they continue to mine their property and milk dry the people who pay them rent. Such a program would make the town attractive all over, and not just in the fashionable district. It would pay the landowner in the end because when he died the unscrupulous real estate agent could not beat the widow out of the property so easily. It would pay most in making all the people proud of the place where they live.

The next venture I made was in the spiritual direction. I bought a church and got an extra good deal of ragging from friends and acquaintances. All of my life I have wanted a brother, someone to work with, and on this occasion, I needed one with some money because, as usual, I was broke when the church came into view. I learned about the church through a friend who was a member of the congregation. This congregation had built a new and finer church, and my friend said that they had made a contract of sale. I was curious to know who bought it and learned that a transient agent had taken an option, hoping to sell at a profit. I looked him up and found that he was anxious to sell.

There were several things to recommend the little brick church. It is located adjacent to the capitol building and between the capitol and the university. It was a German Lutheran church and had all the sturdiness that that implies. It will stand one hundred years. The third thing to recommend it was that a state department wanted to rent it, provided someone would make the necessary alterations. I got an estimate on the total cost and a statement as to what the parks board would pay as rent and decided that it looked like a fair investment.

Having this information, I began looking for a brother, and went to a very good friend and suggested that we go in together. Though he was a very conservative person, he agreed to do so and to advance some necessary funds. It was a few days before I saw the transient agent, and after talking with him awhile, I called my friend by telephone and told him that the time had come for us to act. He had given the matter too much thought and decided that he did not really want the church. He did not want to be troubled, and there was no certainty of a tenant because no advance contract could be signed. The risk seemed too great. I was not particularly disappointed because I felt uncertainties too, but when I told the agent, who was evidently hard up, what had happened, he almost collapsed. I think my sympathy for him had a good deal to do with my next step. We went to see the head of the parks board, and he told us that they wanted the place, that they had asked for a rent allowance, and that they would draw up all plans for alteration to fit their needs. Then I called my friend and asked him if he would lend me some money to buy the church, and he laughed and said he would.

The steeple was taken down, the pulpit removed, the Gothic windows taken out, and the building was transformed into a two-story office building with a drafting room above and offices below. The sturdiness of the building made these alterations possible and safe. Leaving the work in progress, I spent the summer in Wyoming and returned just after the building was completed and occupied. I made the usual down payment and assigned the rent to retire the indebtedness.

This wild venture in churches brought forth a good many exclamations of surprise and many friendly jibes. The caustic George M. Roberdeaux remarked that I was ahead of the Archbishop of Canterbury, who did not own his church. A good many businessmen declared, after the property was occupied, that they should have bought it, as is usual when a piece of property changes hands.

The last piece of property I bought as an investment was some acreage on the highway north of the city. This property fronts the highway and the railroad and had, under ordinary conditions, a reasonable future. It was rumored that under the city plan, a bypass might follow this route. There was no certainty about it, and all evidence favored another route. In about three years the highway was projected, and the right-of-way bought—through the property I had bought. Again, I had won. Ten years had gone by, and I found that I had constantly gone in debt, at times too deep for comfort, all during the Depression. It seemed to me a good time to go in debt, to apply a rule I have acted on all my life. The rule is to see what everybody is doing, and then do the opposite. Then when the tide turns, you are in the lead.

One result of my combination of luck and daring was that I got a curious reputation for an academic man. People began to say that I had good business judgment, and they seemed to think there was something extraordinary about it. People actually came to ask my advice, but when I explained the very simple principle on which I have acted, they were not impressed. The city was growing on an axis made by the university and the capitol and, therefore, property between them was for the time good, even though it was high. The city was growing on its outskirts, and property bought in the right place would appreciate in value. The best place to buy potential business property was that on streets that would carry a great deal of traffic.

Once the property is bought, spend money on it until it is desirable, and then continue to spend money on it to keep it in good condition. Pay a good price for good property rather than a bargain price for poor property. Buy when everybody wants to sell, provided you believe in the community. I might say further that you cannot wait until you are ready to buy. You buy when the chance comes, and your decision has to be made very quickly. Good property will not wait. In buying ahead of development, you have to take a chance, the chance that the development will not occur. I think it is here that most people develop a weak heart, and I’ll admit that there is some strain on it.

Your ability to buy depends first on collateral, second on your credit standing. If you meet your obligations, and if one or two ventures turn out to be wise ones, your credit grows much faster than your capital. People are anxious to lend you money, and they often get an exaggerated idea of your ability to handle it. I think a limited amount of income producing real estate can be bought safely on a one-third equity. Once your equity amounts to 65 percent, you are pretty safe regardless of temporary slumps.

During these ten years I saw that I could make money. I felt that I had the power to do it, provided I would devote myself to it to the exclusion of other things. It would mean that I should turn my typewriter to commercial purposes and invest the proceeds, along with such income as the savings I had made would produce. I had always put my best into my writing with little thought of money. I did this even with textbooks. I loved to write, and somehow everything I had published had done well. Seeing the money coming, I resolved to save it, to achieve something of financial independence. Luck had been with me here, and a degree of financial independence was in sight.

It was at this point that I resolved not to make any more money, only enough to live, to pay my debts. I was not willing to pay the price I would have to pay to make something that I could not use, and that might not be good for my family. There were other values, and I now began to seek them out—a little late as I have been all my life. But not too late.

Somehow the notion is current in the United States that it requires extraordinary ability to make money, or rather to make a fortune. I do not agree with this view. The difficulty lies in getting started making money, but once you are started, the ability required to keep on making it is of a very low order. This has been especially true in the past when taxes were low. The time has passed in America when fortunes will be made as easily. It is only the money you make above your living that counts in building up an estate. In short, it is the extra money you make that does the trick, that you make and save. If you don’t save it, it is not extra. It is this extra money that you put to work, and if your investment is sound, your progress is cumulative. You still make your living, and to your extra money that you earn, you add the returns on your investment and speculation. Once a man has a certain amount of money, he does not have to seek opportunity; all he has to do is to select from among those that come to him. This involves his judgment, but not to any great extent. If he is unscrupulous, he can always find people in distress and exploit them. This type of man develops a cold glitter in his eye, like that of a predatory bird. There are too many men of that type in the United States, and they constitute almost a caste in the commercial and industrial centers. I never saw one that was happy. They are eaten up with greed and avarice, always ready to spring on their prey.

It has often been said that the people of the United States are materialistic, but it is also true that they are idealistic. The two characteristics exist side-by-side in the same society. The businessman has been dominant, has set the standards, and has made the rules for success, and the whole nation has been polarized toward his ideals. This has been true because it was so much easier to make money in America than to do anything else. It has not been too easy to be an artist, a writer, a surgeon, or a scientist, where success depended on real ability and not on the knack of making a collection of dollars. Anybody can be a collector, but few can be creative. The difficulty has been that the standard of the dominant group, the collectors, has been imposed on an entire society. The painter is not judged so much by the picture he paints as by what he gets for it. The writer does one good book, and then turns to money making with poorer books just like the good one, written by a formula with names and places changed. They turn to a piece work and a literary stretch-out system. Where money making is the standard, those who cannot make it are left in the lurch. They have no standards to support their self-respect. Many of them turn to spending, an effort to give the impression that they, too, are prosperous. The spending makes them more miserable.

The situation I have described is slowly changing. It could be obtained as long as money could be made easily. There were enough winners in the lotteries to keep up the hope of the losers, and so the game went on. In the future there are not going to be so many winners. Fortunes are not going to be so numerous or so easily made and kept. People are going to be compelled to find new values and to have standards other than monetary and materialistic.

When I returned to America after eight months abroad, mostly in England, but also in France, Italy, Germany, Switzerland, Holland, and Belgium too, I realized that the United States needed to take stock of itself and its future position in the world. The eight months were on the whole unhappy because all the people everywhere were unhappy, preparing for the doom of Europe and the world, or telling themselves without conviction that doom could be averted. In England especially the desire for peace was overwhelming, almost as strong as it was in the United States.

Neville Chamberlain was going to Munich and other places where he was called, carrying an umbrella in his hand and the softness of a whole nation in his portfolio. Winston Churchill, the growling bulldog of Britain, was on the leash of public disapproval, and his voice was not heard. Anthony Eden, who wanted to stop Mussolini from attacking Abyssinia [Ethiopia], was sacked for his pains, and though I saw a great protest rally swirling around Trafalgar Square, carefully shepherded by the police, there was no chance of reinstating Eden. Those who blame Neville Chamberlain for what happened in that tragic year 1938 simply seek a scapegoat in a public servant, for Neville Chamberlain truly represented the public sentiment of Great Britain at that time.

Parliament debated, held executive sessions, and made meager appropriations for aviation and navy, but practically no provision for an army. In 1938 you could not see the uniform of a soldier in London in a day’s time. The question of compulsory military service was mentioned, of course, but in every instance public clamor was raised against it. England would not inflict compulsory military service on a free people. No. After visiting Germany and Italy and seeing a little of what was going on in those countries, and after witnessing the sorry misery of the English people in their dilemma, I became curious about this reluctance for military service, and talked with various Englishmen about it.

One of these was a member of Parliament with whom I had become well acquainted. He believed that war would come; at least he realized, and who did not, that the danger was very great. “Why,” I asked him, “does England not do something to raise any army?”

“The fighting will be in France,” he said.

“That may be true,” I answered, “but somebody is going to have to fight in France. Who will do it?”

I shall never forget his answer or my own reaction to it, one of irritation, almost of anger. He may have been engaging in understatement, but on the other hand, he was expressing a view, which foreigners have often advanced. “England is pretty good, you know, at letting other people do her fighting.” It certainly was an awkward statement, and perhaps it was half in jest. Fortunately, England proved that she had the stuff when the supreme hour came, and Churchill emerged to arouse within his nation and all free people a new and high resolution.

Yes, the time had come for America to take stock. I have never favored a big army or a big navy, but after this stay in Europe I was convinced that we should have both. It seemed to me that we had no choice in the matter. At that time domestic problems were in the ascendancy, and any politician who would have advocated compulsory military service and a five-ocean navy would have jeopardized his career at home and been criticized abroad, nowhere more than in England.

In 1938 there was in England more concern about Russia then there was about Germany, more fear of communism than of fascism and Nazi-ism. The same was true in America. For twenty years the press of both countries had built up the communist menace, and this propaganda had permeated from above downward. It was almost dangerous in any American educational institution to discuss Russia, except to condemn her. When any political faction became angry at the professor, the first thing it would do would be to try to prove that he was a communist, and not a few educational trials were held in some otherwise respectable places. By maintaining the Comintern, founded by Lenin to effect the world revolution, and by operating in a secret and unscrupulous manner, Russia gave good room for criticism and established the basis of fear in democratic countries. Stalin was sturdily pursuing a more nationalistic course, but he could not prove it to an ill-willed world, and he did not really try. He simply sawed his own wood and let the world think what it liked.

The Russian pact with Germany in 1939 confused the situation and made the democracies still more bitter. They could not really condemn Russia because they had never been hospitable to her. They did not know, and would not have believed had they known, that Russia was playing for time, hoping to complete her preparations, which were begun in 1937, for the inevitable conflict with Germany or Japan or both. No man in the world played a tougher game of poker than Joe Stalin, and he was the only man in the game who did not have a dependable friend. He played alone, and yet some censure him because he played for himself and for Russia. He held his cards very close to his vest pocket, knowing that all signals were being called against him. No one was ever able to see a single card in his hand. His great advantage was that he could take his choice between the two factions at the table, the Democratic faction and the fascist-Nazi group. He did not finally embrace democracy and the capitalistic group because he loved them, but probably because he did not fear them. They were not a menace, regardless of how unfriendly they might be. If Stalin did not know, he might have known that the hope of the Democratic group was to save themselves by getting a war started between the communists and Nazis. That was the hope of England in 1938, of America in 1939, and probably of France and the other so-called democracies. Stalin averted this with the skill and fortitude which must arouse the admiration of any poker player—even an unsuccessful one—for a master.

The democracies condemned his secrecy, yet it was this very secrecy that saved democracy from destruction. The vaunted intelligence service of England and the less famous one of the United States had little information about internal Russia or its state of preparedness. As a matter of fact, both countries were blind and would not see what they saw. People returned from Russia with reports of progress that was being made. Most of them seemed to believe that they had been carefully steered to exhibit A and not permitted to see the deplorable showing of X, Y, and Z. If they did believe what they had been allowed to see was typical and reported it in England or in America, they were dubbed pro-communist and held slightly suspect, and probably would have had difficulty in publishing their findings in “respectable” newspapers and magazines.

Fortunately, Stalin gave the Nazis no more breaks than he did the democracies. If the democracies erred on the side of peace, the Nazis erred on the side of war. It is not necessarily fatal to err on the side of peace because you can still resort to force. To err on the side of war is fatal, because it leaves no other resort. He errs worst who errs first, as Germany has since found out.

There is some irony in the fact that Russia saved democracy. A gentleman never likes a ruffian, but he always welcomes the help of one in a knock-down-drag-out fight. This is a general observation, and it is not intended to imply that I think either was involved. The democracies thought they were gentlemen, and they were certainly gentle, but they also thought that the Russians were pretty rough. They probably erred a little both ways.

After the war began, Germany made three blunders, two of which prevented her from winning, and the third taken in conjunction with the second assured her total defeat. Germany’s first blunder was in not invading England immediately after Dunkirk. Then England was, as a result of trusting others to do her fighting, without arms and defenseless to any force that could cross the channel. Germany was probably withheld by the prestige of the Royal Navy, but the situation was such that parachutists could have done the job. The same situation obtained at the close of the Battle of Britain. It was said that, at the end, England had no reserve planes, that the RAF was in the air for three days and by a superhuman effort knocked down nearly two hundred planes in this last round. The Germans quit just as her enemy was at the end of her resources.

Why did Germany not attack at this time? Of course, we cannot know, and will not know until the historians get into the archives, but a rumor circulates in England that Russia was watching Germany, and that if Germany had made the attempt, Russia would have attacked from the rear. It would not have been in Russia’s interest to be without a strong power to the west of Germany, and Stalin knew it. It may have been the Russian menace that caused Germany to hesitate and thus perhaps give Britain a respite.

The reason for the Rudolf Hess flight to England has also never been explained, but the accepted theory is that he came to make peace with England and to solicit England’s aid in the attack on Russia. At any rate this is one explanation into which the facts fit, and there is some evidence of a circumstantial nature to support it. Certainly, Germany did attack Russia, even without England’s support, and Churchill has said that Stalin was informed of what was coming. It is reasonable that Churchill knew of this through the strange nocturnal visitor to the Scottish moors. For once, Germany miscalculated on the British enmity to the communist power. England really did not have a choice, as Germany wanted nothing more than a truce, and once finished with Russia, would have had all Western Europe by the throat. Churchill knew this and made the courageous decision, the only one that could have saved England in the end. Germany, having made a plan to strike Russia, could not change it, and in striking made the mistake which cost her all chances of ultimate victory.

Germany’s third mistake was in permitting Japan to strike at Pearl Harbor and in thirty seconds consolidating all American opinion in favor of war. Churchill here made the shrewdest move of his whole career. He immediately declared war on Japan and thereby joined the United States, thus making England a partner in war. Had Germany not declared war on the United States, the United States still would have been morally bound to declare war on Germany. There would have been no other way out. Churchill knew that the United States could whip Japan without his help, but he was not sure that England and Russia could whip Germany without American aid, especially if the United States diverted all its war production to the Japanese theater. He had everything to gain and little to lose, but that does not detract from his courage and decisiveness. The decision to whip Germany first proves how far ahead Churchill was thinking.

If Germany was cheated of victory by three blunders, then it is interesting to observe that two of them were made probably with respect to Russia. Had Germany not made the first blunder and captured England, she would have had command of the Western Atlantic, and it is difficult to see how any power on earth could have taken it from her. If Russia had gone with Germany, no combination of powers on earth could have conquered them. Thus it happened that the nation most heartily disliked by the democracies saved what was left of them twice. Stalin has never asked to be loved. But he did choose to throw in his lot with the group that would be most likely to leave Russia free to work out her own destiny. His dissolution of the international Comintern [and past calls for a worldwide communist revolution] in May 1943 indicates that he is willing to modify or even abolish the most objectionable feature of his regime.

After the events just recorded began to form a pattern, it became possible to speak of Russia in an objective manner. The greatest contribution made to such objectivity was Mission to Moscow by Joseph E. Davies. Fortunately, Davies was a capitalist, one of the wealthy men of America. As a lawyer who had made a success at the bar, he was probably a conservative in his political views. He stated quite frankly that he was not in favor of the Soviet system, either before he went to Russia or after he returned, that is, and he did not think it would be a good system for the United States. He said, however, that upon going to Russia, he made up his mind to be objective, to examine the evidence, and to base his opinion on the evidence. In reading his book, one notes how carefully he checked his own conclusions with those of other foreigners, as for example in the show trials through which Russia purged its fifth column, or what might have become one. In the end Davies drew up a lawyer’s brief on Russia, and on the whole it was favorable. No college professor and no governmental commission could have done the job, and none could have exerted the influence on public opinion, either in the United States or in England, that Davies exerted. In the midst of all the cries that Germany would conquer Russia in six weeks, Davies stuck his neck out by saying that Russia could not be conquered by the two strongest countries that could come against her, meaning Germany and Japan. He said that Stalin saw the handwriting on the wall and began preparation in 1937, and that he never abandoned his effort until Germany struck in June 1941. After Russia survived the first summer, which was the hardest, Davies published an article in which he said he had stuck his neck out once on Russia and that he would now do it again. Germany would not take Russia in the summer of 1942. He was really repeating what he had said in the book, in a more general way.

Russia really needs no apology. She may have been guilty of sin—and what nation has not? But she has washed her sins away in her own blood and that of the enemy of free men everywhere. Russia’s methods have always been different from that of the Western powers, more direct, often quite brutal. An illustration of it can be found in Peter the Great’s method of subduing his nobility with the Poteshnyl Guard in the seventeenth century. Every ruler in Europe was busy with this job, but the two outstanding successes were Louis XIV and Peter the Great. Each did it in characteristic fashion. Louis used finesse. He built Versailles and made it like a bright lamp that every moth in the country wanted to burn his wings off in. The nobles flocked into Versailles, became a part of the court circle, and [ate and drank] themselves to death in rounds of pleasure and dissipation, leaving the country to simple people and the king. Peter the Great was touring Italy when he heard that the Guard was causing trouble, threatening to take over. He hurried home, rounded them up, and as one historian states, “sliced off their heads with his own hand.”

Russia has proved her ability to survive in the modern world. She has made more advance in the twenty-five years between the two wars than any nation on earth, and regardless of what other nations do, the United States should keep the door of friendship open to this new country. Davies assures us that the United States has no need to fear Russia. The capitalistic countries do not seem to take into account the fundamental fact that Russia is not now in need of anything. Her population is twelve people per square mile, that of the United States is forty-one; that of England is more than five hundred. Russia is now in about the position that the United States was in during the second quarter of the nineteenth century. She has an enormous frontier and enormous undeveloped resources, enough to absorb her energies for a long time. There is no compulsion upon her to grab for more, but she does want to be left alone, and to be respected. Her political system is no more radical than the Jeffersonian system was at the time it was adopted.

The advantage of living abroad occasionally is that one gets a better perspective on his own country and its place in the world. The first thing that strikes the American in the European atmosphere is his own insularity, his ignorance of international relations, and his lack of information. If he is alert, he begins to read, to make inquiry, and to listen—often because he can do little else—to conversations on subjects about which he has little knowledge.

One thing that the people of the United States do not realize is that the rest of the world has conceded to it the first place among the world powers. The American people have been so busy for a century and a half with domestic affairs, first with growth and then economic difficulties, that they have given little thought to their relative position as a nation among nations. They read statistics about how many radios, telephones, and automobiles they have, about the relative wealth, and so on, but they do not have a feeling of either power or magnificence which others attribute to them. They have read of their high standard of living, but most of them think mainly about how to meet the bills that fall due on the first of the month, and how hard it is to save a few dollars from their income. They are in a race where everybody runs fast, and this speed is normal to them.

The fact that foreign people, and the best informed, concede the power of the United States, also means that they expect much of it. They also have some fear of how America will use its power and are deeply concerned such activities will conflict with their own interests. England during the war could not conceal her anxiety in reference to the development of civil aviation, and I saw one editorial which rather deplored the fact that the construction of heavy aircraft had been assigned to America while England concentrated on fighter planes. The point was that, after the war, the United States would have a big advantage in civil aviation. Actually, the United States has a big advantage anyway, one given to her by both size and position, not to mention economic resources. There is nothing that England or any other power can do about this, and the only question remains as to how the United States will use her air power. If, as Wendell Willkie suggests in his excellent book on his world flight, we have a unified world, then the United States is the most fortunate of all nations.

When the United States announced its policy of building a five-ocean navy, it would ordinarily have alarmed the maritime powers, and had England not been in need of naval assistance, that country would have been deeply concerned. No one doubts the ability of the United States to build a five-ocean navy if it sees fit. Actually, what we mean is a two-ocean navy, one covering the Atlantic and one the Pacific. The United States is strategically the most favorably situated to cover both, but to be effective, she would have to have the cooperation of the English-speaking nations everywhere.

It will be noted that both these developments I have discussed—air power and naval power—are comparatively new to Americans. We have always conceded to England command of the seas, and air transportation did not become of international importance until the Second World War. America’s greatness and strength in the past have depended on her development in a third medium, which must always precede the other two, and that is on the land. The resources were so great that they absorbed for a century every capacity and every energy. This fact explains much about Americans, their indifference to foreign languages which they did not need, their indifference to the sea which roars ceaselessly around them, their adherence to the policy of isolation, and their general reluctance to “get mixed up in” entanglements outside their own country.

The American tendency toward isolationism excites more interest and more anxiety among friendly foreign powers, and their intelligent citizens, than any other characteristic. One can hardly have a conversation with an educated European, especially of the democratic nations or any of the smaller European states, without having this subject brought up. Even young students in the colleges, from Poland, Czechoslovakia, Austria, and other countries always ask, will America go isolationist? The elections are watched most closely, and since isolationism is associated in their minds with the Republicans, they are greatly disturbed by Republican gains, even in off-year elections when there is usually a drift away from the dominant party.

It is perfectly logical that the Republican Party should be isolationists. America’s past has lain in the land, in its development and exploitation. The Civil War gave the Republicans complete control of the present continental area of the United States, of the South by conquest, of the West because it was mostly unsettled territory. The Republican Party prospered as America prospered in the last half century of land development. There can be some further progress on the land, but there can be nothing on the land comparable to the occupation of half the continental area. The Middle West happens to be the richest land area of equal extent in the world, and it happens that isolationist sentiment is, or was, strongest just there.

The Republican Party had better follow Wendell Willkie’s lead and wake up to the fact that the land game is about over in the United States. The basis on which the party stood for sixty or more years is still sound, but there is no longer a dynamic quality about it. The problem in the interior of the country is now operational and not constructive, and an operational process does not take up economic slack or provide the dynamic boom quality that construction always guarantees. It takes less labor to cultivate a farm than to clear one, to operate a railroad than to build one, to drive a car than to make one.

America has been a country of one dimension, and its past has been built on the land. The America of the future, if it is to retain its dynamic quality, its prosperity, and the place it has made for itself in the world, must be of three dimensions—of the land, the sea, and the air.




Epilogue

A PIONEER TO THE END

Michael L. Collins

“America has been a country of one dimension, and its past has been built on the land. The America of the future, if it is to retain its dynamic quality, its prosperity, and the place it has made for itself in the world, must be of three dimensions—of the land, the sea, and the air.” With these words Walter Prescott Webb concluded his personal memoirs. Looking ahead to an uncertain future for the United States and the world, he seemed to foresee the challenges and responsibilities of global power and leadership, even if most of his countrymen did not. Future American preeminence would not just depend upon sea power, he prophesied, but air power as well. Webb did not need the palm reading or crystal ball of a mysterious spiritualist to reveal what lay ahead. He had history as his guide, and he dared to reflect not only on the great issues of the past but also on what they tell us about the possibilities for the future.

As soon as he returned from England in the autumn of 1943, Professor Webb found himself in the middle of another conflict, but one of a different kind. Back in Austin, war clouds had gathered on the home front, and although the stakes in this battle were surely not as high as they were in Europe and the Pacific, no one would have known that by observing the actions and behavior of the aggressors in the fight. The University of Texas Board of Regents, mostly staunch conservative appointees of former governor W. Lee O’Daniel and current governor Coke R. Stevenson, had pressured university president Homer Price Rainey to fire several faculty members in the Department of Economics. These determined regents had accused the professors of being communists, but in reality, the educators were no more than progressive supporters of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. Reflecting the virulent right-wing politics of the times, the regents had also attempted to censor written materials favorable to Roosevelt’s administration and had even proposed abolishing faculty tenure campus wide. When President Rainey openly criticized the board’s actions and spoke publicly of the sanctity of academic freedom, tensions boiled over and tempers flared. The whole matter had continued to fester for months, much to the consternation of most UT faculty.

Insisting that a university must always remain a free marketplace of ideas, Professor Webb joined a growing chorus of faculty members in defending an embattled Dr. Rainey. After the regents fired Rainey in November 1944, and replaced him with a compliant and highly ambitious Dr. T. S. Painter, Webb reluctantly agreed to step forward as a spokesman for those faculty who demanded a vote of no confidence in Painter, who, like Webb, had served on the presidential search committee and had taken the same oath to refuse to accept the university presidency themselves. As he expressed to friend and colleague Eugene Hollon of the University of Oklahoma, “We here . . . are fighting a battle for a principle which, if preserved, will protect every educational institution in the State, but if destroyed, will unloose the forces that [have already] destroyed . . . the smaller institutions.” Believing that Painter and the Board of Regents had betrayed the fundamental principles of academic freedom, Webb grew in his resentment for those who sought to politicize the university. Clearly, his stand in defense of Rainey seemed to enhance his stature on campus, but sadly the matter marked the beginning of a rift between Webb and his longtime chairman and mentor, Dr. Eugene C. Barker, who remained supportive of the board and Dr. Painter throughout the controversy.1

It was as if the lingering resentment resulting from the Rainey affair contributed to an intellectual drought in Webb’s career. For the most part, Webb stopped producing articles for popular periodicals. He had never believed in writing for “scholarly” journals and detested the “highbrow” nature of the academy, which encouraged faculty to write to one another rather than appealing to a broader general audience. Other than an essay in 1948 that analyzed, as the title suggested, “How the Republican Party Lost Its Future,” little else rolled off his manual typewriter.2

For the most part, during the postwar years Webb focused his attention on a graduate seminar that he had spun out of his latest book, his third major work published in six years, titled Divided We Stand: The Crisis of a Frontierless Democracy, first printed in 1937. In this latest study he had explored a bold thesis that had been taking shape in his mind since the Great Crash of 1929. In plain terms, he argued that systemic corporate greed and the predations of capitalism had led to the economic subjugation of both the South and the West to the industrial North and East. Then he concluded that, only when available lands in the West had receded, and only when the frontier had closed, had the way been left open for grasping industrialists to control the nation’s natural resources and thus restrain economic individualism.3

Webb had observed that a “compelling idea” should always serve as the “essential ingredient to provide unity and inspiration in historical writing.” As such, chapter 6, “The Crisis of a Frontierless Society,” contained the germ cell of another major study that Webb was already contemplating. In 1938 he had first offered a graduate seminar, which he titled “The Great Frontier.” But events both at home and abroad soon intervened and resulted in Webb’s temporary detour from his next “big idea book.” It would be another thirteen years before he would unveil his last major historical synthesis.4

Through the years Webb had longed to return to his pioneer roots and to the land of his beginnings. No one who knew him, therefore, should have been surprised when in 1942 he did just that—borrowing money from an Austin bank and purchasing 630 acres in rural northeastern Hays County. Nestled in the limestone, cedar-covered hills some seventeen miles southwest of Austin, the ranch offered him a perfect retreat, a refuge where he could hide out from the academic community and the celebrity he had never sought nor really enjoyed. The “hole in the mountain,” as he sometimes called it, offered a measure of personal peace, the perfect place to get away and read, think, and write. More important, the Hill Country sanctuary provided a new outlet for Webb’s lifelong passion for restoring depleted grasslands.5

Webb called his new refuge Friday Mountain Ranch, so named for the prominent promontory that towered almost one thousand feet above the rolling hills and meadows on his land. Not long after acquiring the place, Webb began work on restoring an abandoned two-story stone structure that overlooked the banks of Bear Creek, which ran through the property. At the same time, he also threw himself into a labor of love—returning the land to its natural state, both healing the depleted soil that had been scarred by drought and erosion and restoring its carpet of natural wildflowers and native grasses. He turned the soil, planted grass seed, and fertilized and irrigated the fields. With the help of hired hands, he built a barn, strung fences, tended to livestock, and in many ways returned to his own agrarian roots. It was as if, when Webb spent time walking over these rolling ranch lands, he was going back home. As famed author and folklorist J. Frank Dobie so aptly put it, the ranch “entered into his bones.”6

For the better part of a decade the ranch also became the site of regular weekend gatherings of Webb’s closest friends and associates. Professor Dobie, fellow folklorist Mody Boatright, naturalist Roy Bedichek, humorist and radio personality John Henry Faulk, editor Frank Wardlaw of the University of Texas Press, and on rare occasions legendary Texas Ranger captain Frank Hamer were but a few. The unofficial invitation list usually read like a “who’s who” of Austin’s literary and intellectual and political elite, the campfire circle including some of the greatest storytellers Texas would ever know. And the evening’s fellowship and entertainment inevitably included steaks on the grill, a few rounds of choice liquor, and lively conversation (Webb was a moderate drinker, unlike several of his regular guests). “The talk was brisk and witty,” geologist Glen Evans recalled, “and it seemed to improve steadily as the evening wore on.” Students seeking enlightenment and fellowship frequently joined these gatherings, the discussion topics usually ranging from Plato to current politics, to the humor of the American cowboy, the virtues of man in a state of nature, and the corrupting influence of money and power.7

In 1947 Webb persuaded his friend Rodney Kidd to help him establish a youth summer camp at the ranch, the idea being to introduce Austin-area schoolchildren to the wonders of nature and to foster in them an enduring appreciation for the environment and their own place in it. Webb also insisted that such an experience should imbue youths with a strong sense of self-confidence and an awareness of the dignity of work as well as social responsibility. Soon accepting both girls and boys into its programs, the Friday Mountain Ranch Camp became the first of its kind in Texas.8

Prior to the Second World War, Professor Webb had devoted his attention to the regional and national development of American civilization. As the role of the United States in international affairs rapidly expanded, he would undertake what he considered his most ambitious project yet: a sweeping reexamination of the ferment in world civilizations and the dynamic changes in modern world history since the Age of Columbus. At the very core of the work stood what Webb termed the “boom hypothesis,” which held that the exploration and subsequent exploitation of the Great Frontier—by the author’s definition all the new lands discovered since 1492—had resulted in a four-hundred-year age of unparalleled economic prosperity. As the vast new lands of the Western Hemisphere and Africa as well as Asia eventually succumbed to European proprietorship, and by the time most of these lands were heavily populated, the “boom” came to a close with the end of the First World War and the subsequent collapse of Old-World empires. One vexing question remained in the twentieth century, Webb proposed—after the close of the “Great Frontier” first opened in the late fifteenth century—what next?9

Webb hoped and expected that The Great Frontier, published in 1951, would become his most enduring work. He even commented to a friend and protégé that, if the public purchased enough copies, he would at last be able to buy a luxury automobile—maybe a Cadillac or a Lincoln—a step up from the Plymouths he had driven for years. After most reviewers offered a tepid response to his newest book, however, and when sales lagged, Webb lamented, “It looks like I’ll be driving Plymouths for the rest of my life.”10

The year 1953 brought one of the worst droughts ever recorded on the Great Plains. For Webb, that natural disaster proved ironic but timely. Prior to the drought he had begun work on a short monograph that he hoped would influence both popular opinion and public policy relating to water resource management and conservation in Texas. A sparing eighty-two pages, More Water for Texas: The Problem and the Plan, published the following year by the University of Texas Press, traced the neglect of the dry, drought-ridden regions that had long suffered from the cyclical decline in rainfall. Admittedly, Webb undertook the project to translate from the language of engineers to the vernacular of laypeople a 1952 report issued by the United States Senate titled, Water Supply and the Texas Economy: An Appraisal of the Texas Water Problem.11

In the end, the study failed to influence what should have been the most critical public debate facing Texans of the time—the question of how to improve the future of the arid regions of South and West Texas. Webb endorsed the plan to divert the waters of the lower Brazos and Colorado rivers downcoast to the South Texas Gulf Plain by the construction of a canal, which would run roughly in a southwesterly direction from Galveston Bay to Laredo. Perhaps Webb prophesied the continual delays, indecision, and final shelving of the proposal when he wrote, “Unfortunately, a good rain washes away more than a drought. It washes away much of man’s interest in providing for the next one and washes away the support from under those who know another dry cycle is coming and who urge their fellows to make ready for it.”12

During the last decade of his life Webb grew increasingly pessimistic about the future of the arid regions of the American West. In May 1957 he offered in Harper’s magazine his most dire assessment yet. In “The American West: Perpetual Mirage,” he divided the middle of the North American continent into two regions, Desert States and Desert Rim States. He further explained that one constant, a single unifying force, ran through the history and development of the Trans-Mississippi West—the arid and semiarid climates that portended only a bleak future for economic and demographic growth. Moving beyond historian Frederick Jackson Turner’s view of the frontier movement as a process, he focused on the Trans-Mississippi West as a place, an immense region where the unyielding forces of nature—particularly the absence of water—ensured that only limited success awaited those who ignored nature and stubbornly challenged what could never be changed, regardless of the building of dams, the practice of irrigation and dry farming, and the introduction of new technologies to render the windmill obsolete. In sum, the West would never truly be conquered, at least not from nature’s stubborn grip, he warned.13

Never afraid of controversy, Webb welcomed constructive criticism from his peers in the historical profession, from politicians, and from the larger public throughout the West. But what happened next surprised even the most cynical side of his nature. Webb’s brutally honest appraisal of the Great Plains and Great Basin states drew a stinging hailstorm of condemnation from public officials (among them Arizona congressman Barry Goldwater) and even scholars from Texas to the Dakotas.14

During the last years of his long tenure at the University of Texas, Webb only grew in stature as something of an institution on the forty-acre campus. The familiar figure of the bald, bespectacled historian with the trademark Stetson hat, signature bow tie, and pinched facial expression, became one of the most recognizable at the university. His bitter resentment toward the university administration that remained from the turmoil of those tumultuous years of the 1940s appeared to abate, and his flinty disposition seemed to soften. Even so, his fame and his reputation as a prickly and grouchy old curmudgeon intimidated many students.

But those who knew him personally saw behind that largely undeserved reputation a kind and generous man. His office door was always open to students and to new relationships and new ideas. No one could have walked into Garrison Hall 103 without being impressed by the scattered possessions of a man whose disheveled surroundings defied his well-structured thoughts and class lectures. Outside his office door a large stack of books was usually left for anyone to take. Inside the sanctum, a snarl of barbed wire threatened to snare any student who failed to take stock of its presence (Webb liked to joke about getting his students “wrapped up” in history). Strewn files, uneven piles of manuscripts stacked along the walls, randomly shelved books, a cluttered desk that included a sombrero-shaped ashtray, and the distinct odor of cigarette smoke led one student to describe Webb’s hideaway as a “surrealist’s nightmare.”15

Along the way Webb always found time to contribute to his profession in ways that transcended his fame. With the help of lifelong friend Clifton Mott Caldwell of Breckenridge, in 1939 he had founded the Texas Junior Historians program through the University Interscholastic League (UIL). He had first envisioned the idea of having public school students research and write on topics of local history during the 1920s; later he had secured funding from Caldwell and others to launch a campaign to inspire young people across the state to help preserve their own communities’ past. From 1939 to 1947 he had served as director of the Texas State Historical Association. Under his guidance researchers around the state had launched an ambitious project to compile a multivolume encyclopedic history of the Lone Star State. The Handbook of Texas, as Webb conceived it, was first published in 1952. Notably too, Webb had helped to establish the William E. Hinds Memorial Scholarship fund at the University of Texas (now the Hinds-Webb fund) to assist students in financial need.16

It could be argued persuasively that Webb’s contributions to the historical profession, and particularly to the study of the American West and Texas, remain without equal among historians of the Lone Star State. Historian Henry Steele Commager once called The Great Plains “the best single-volume contribution to American history” published between 1900 and 1950. A 1950 survey of more than one thousand members of the American Historical Association concurred, naming The Great Plains the single most significant work in United States history written during the first half of the twentieth century. The book remains in print to this day.

So does Webb’s The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense, which still stands as a significant landmark in the literature of Texas, despite the passage of time. With justification, the study has come under increasing scrutiny and criticism in recent decades. No matter that revisionist historians and Texans of Mexican heritage have justly exposed the work as a largely sanitized history of the Rangers, one that extols the virtues of a few intrepid captains while glossing over the vices and misdeeds of many in the ranks who served under them, the general reading public still accepts the narrative as gospel. Maybe that says more about Texans today than about Webb in his time. Precious few books ever written about Texas have done more to foster and perpetuate what might be termed the Anglo-Texan Creation Myth. Fewer books still continue to hold a greater influence in shaping the Texas of the popular imagination.17

In 1958 members of the American Historical Association honored Webb by electing him president. The recognition was a fitting capstone to a long, distinguished career. Webb had at last achieved the acknowledgment in scholarly circles he had long sought and deserved. But the summer of 1960 brought an unexpected and devastating blow. Following a brief illness, his loving wife Jane, devoted mother of their daughter Mildred, died. Reeling from the loss, Webb returned to the classroom that fall, but for the next year it seemed as though he was merely going through the motions of teaching. Sadly, he appeared to friends and colleagues to be in a dazed and stunned state.18

All of that soon changed. Webb once commented that some of the great “dividends in life” come unexpectedly. Such was the case when he was introduced to Terrell Maverick, widow of the late congressman and mayor of San Antonio, Maury Maverick. In the summer and autumn of 1960 their friendship blossomed into a private romance that quickly became the talk of the UT campus. The aging professor’s discreet courtship of the widow Maverick did not remain secret for long. As Webb confessed to a confidant, he was “in love like a schoolboy,” and it showed. Walter and Terrell married in a private ceremony in Fredericksburg on December 14, 1961.19

In the spring of 1962 Webb wrote on his last annual report to the university administration that he was “gathering up the loose ends of a long, exciting, and disorderly life.” In May he left for the University of Alaska, where he served a summer semester as a guest lecturer in Western history. As in the past, he still yearned to identify with the lives of frontiersmen, and in a sense to see what lay on the other side of the next mountain. As he wrote his administrative assistant, Eileen Guarino, that July, he was looking forward to a “rather exciting year ahead of us.”20

Returning to Terrell and to his teaching, Webb was ready to welcome new challenges. He was even planning a revised edition of his history of the Texas Rangers. Texas and the world had changed so much during the past three decades, and so had he. He believed that a rewrite of his most popular work should treat Mexican Americans and American Indians with more sensitivity and greater balance. Their story must be told too. “If a man doesn’t change in thirty years,” Webb said to a friend, “he might as well be dead.”21

Throughout his life and career Webb had remained a pioneer in every sense of the word. Like his father before him, he had plowed new earth and left the fields fertile, first with cotton and corn crops and rows of peach trees. Then as a historian he had explored new trails and discovered open fields fertile with ideas. Ever the trailblazer looking to be among the first on a new frontier of learning, he began work on a groundbreaking project, a television series on American civilization funded by the Ford Foundation. With lectures from other notable historians known nationally, he envisioned that these programs could even serve as a for-credit course at the University of Texas and other institutions. During a trip to Dallas on February 17, 1963, he visited journalist Lon Tinkle, author of the popular narrative, Thirteen Days to Glory: The Siege of the Alamo. Tinkle thought that his old friend appeared tired, even suffering from fatigue. After a joint book-signing and reception, Webb unburdened himself to his friend: “I have no more books in me. At my age you live from day to day.”22

His comment could not have been more prophetic. Three weeks later Walter and Terrell embarked on another book-signing tour, this time to promote the publication of Washington Wife: The Journal of Ellen Maury Slayden. Webb never looked forward to such occasions. For one thing, he was naturally shy, and he admittedly never really knew what to write to people who bought his books and asked him to sign them. But this was her project, even though he helped to edit the work. He no longer needed recognition and was now pleased to see Terrell at the center of attention. As he had once admitted to Roy Bedichek, “I am really tired and long to get away from audiences—never liked them or the experience of amusing them by personal appearance. It ain’t my forte.” After a joint speaking engagement in Kerrville on a Thursday evening, Walter and Terrell drove to San Antonio the next morning to autograph books at a downtown bookstore. Later that Friday afternoon, March 8, they climbed into their car and headed up Interstate Highway 35. Terrell later remembered that, as Walter drove through San Marcos, she put her head down on his lap and fell asleep. Minutes later, near the town of Buda, some thirteen miles south of Austin, the car veered off the road and rolled several times before coming to rest upside down. Professor Webb was thrown from the automobile and apparently killed instantly. He was seventy-four years old. While Terrell suffered a severe concussion and crushed pelvis, she survived.23

Flags across the University of Texas campus were lowered to half-mast. It was the first time a member of the faculty had been so honored. Webb’s funeral was held at the University Methodist Church of Austin on March 11, with an estimated one thousand mourners attending to pay their respects. They included former students, longtime colleagues, personal friends, public officials, and admirers who had never even met him. Perhaps it was appropriate that Reverend Edmund Heinsohn, who officiated, offered his favorite Webb anecdote to illustrate his friend’s modesty and humility. “He once said that when he thought of himself as a ‘big shot,’ all he needed to do to get himself in the right perspective was to go to San Antonio [where he was not as recognized by the public] and stand on the street corner at the Gunter Hotel and ask himself how many of the passing crowd had ever even heard of Walter Prescott Webb,” much less the books he had written or the awards he had received. Or for that matter how many “knew much of the University of Texas and had any interest in it.”24

Following the service, Webb’s remains were laid to rest in the Texas State Cemetery, not far from the pantheon of Texas heroes and notables he had helped to immortalize. Now he was in their company for all eternity. His final resting place would be an honored one, in the shadow of the gravesite of no less than the “Father of Texas,” Stephen F. Austin.25

Tributes to Dr. Webb streamed in from across the state and nation. Ironically, however, the greatest and most fitting may have already been penned by Webb himself. The modest professor had never been much of a self-promoter. He simply let his work and deeds speak for themselves. Even so, perhaps no more appropriate close to his own life may be found than in the pages of what he had described as “the most effective piece of writing I have ever done.”

Webb had never forgotten the profound influence that the late William E. Hinds had on his life. When he had learned that Hinds had died in 1912 of diabetes, Webb grieved the loss as if he were mourning a member of his own immediate family. Years later he even expressed that perhaps the greatest regret of his life was not traveling to New York in 1910 or 1911 to personally offer his deepest appreciation for all that the patron’s moral and monetary support had meant to him. So lasting, in fact, was Hinds’s inspiration and Webb’s gratitude that five decades later he all but suspended work on other projects to pay tribute to his benefactor from Brooklyn. In an article published in Harper’s magazine in 1961, titled “The Search for William E. Hinds,” Webb poured out his soul in acknowledging the unpaid debts that we all owe to those who helped us and lifted us up along life’s way. Thousands of readers from across the United States and Great Britain were quick to respond to Webb’s heartfelt message about how one man’s kindness and generosity had changed his life. One contemporary praised the essay as “magnificent” and “beautifully written.” So many agreed that Reader’s Digest soon picked up Webb’s inspiring account and published it so that it might reach a larger audience.26

Through the years Webb had often considered how he might someday repay William E. Hinds for his largesse and encouragement. While writing the article on his debt to Hinds, he remembered the words of the kind benefactor he never met: “You cannot do anything for me, but as I help you now, perhaps in time you can help someone else.” Webb’s most important legacy remains not the books and articles he authored, or the honors or recognition he received, but rather the students he taught, helped, and inspired. It is the same message that William E. Hinds left for us all—to remember those who extended a hand and helped us find our way, and in turn to reach out and pass it forward to others. Webb would have wanted no more meaningful epitaph than that.27
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