[image: image1.png]orthward the trail ran, like an outflung rope
stretching out of the brush country below San
Antonio to Red River and actoss the grassy
vastness of Indian Territory and on to the xip
roaring Kansas railheads. And over it,a hundred
years ago next summer, Texas cowboys, “with
a whoop and a holler,” began driving bawling Longhorns
to market under banners of choking dust

“The Old Chisholm Trail,” long-haired riders drawled,
a decp respect in their voices. Sometimes, because of
phonetic similarity, they reckoned it was <o called for
Texas drover dohn Chisum, who never rode there. Some
spoke of the trace as the Kansas Trail and the Texas
Cattle Trail, the Abilene Trail and McCoy’s Trail.

No matter: it was really named after Jesse Chisholm, a
Scoteh-Cherokee trader, and the name stuck like Cimar.
ron River mud, and somebody wrote a ballad about
traubles on the trail which is sung to this day. Trailing
cattle north became lfe's greatest adventure for many
young punchers, though for some it brought a shallow.
srave on the lone prairic.

et almost obscured i the man who broke the trail
Indian Territory which came to be the storied Chis-
holm: Black Beaver, the noted Delaware scout, inter-
preter for the U. S. Dragoon Expedition (o the Plains
Indians in 1834 and guide to Marey's gold sockers
in 1849

‘When federal garrisons evacuated Forts Cobb, Washita
and Arbuckle in May, 1861, Black Beaver guided them
northward to Leavenworth, Kan. A thousand persons
made up the retreating column, 11 companies of troops
and 150 women and children.

Four years later in the spring Chisholm loaded up
several wagons of trade goods at his new headguarters
near prosent Wichita, Kan,, and followed Black Beaver's
trail southward to the Cimarron, then southwest to the
Wichita agency on the Washita River. Thercafter, he
used the trail regularly. Other traders and_travelers
started following what they sometimes called Chisholm's
Trail

At the close of the Civil War an cstimated five million
Longhorns ranged the Texas grasslands, a rostloss sea of
beef multiplied by the federal blockade of the Gulf Coast
and the lower Misissippi. While thousands were slaugh-
tored for their hides and tallow alone, stock prices soared
in the northern states.

But the rub was moving Texas cattle to market. Drives
weren't satisfactory up the Shawnee Trail, which entered
Indian Territory near Preston and angled up to Fort
Gibson before branching out for St. Louis, Sedalia, Kan-
sas City and St. Joseph, Mo, Longhorns caused outbreaks
of “Spanish fover,” a scourge carried by ticks. Armed
settlers and rustlers menaced the Texas drovers.

As if entering on cue at the vital moment, Joscph G.
MeCoy, a young Ilinois cattle dealer, visioned a way to
tap the beef surplus in Texas. Why not trail cattle to a
railhead in Kansas far cnough west to miss the settle-
ments? At Abilene, on the Union Pacific, he acquired
land and built shipping pens, a frame hotel for drovers,
a livery stable and bank.

Meanwhile, he sent handbills to towns in Texas and
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hired a stockman to ride south and spread word of the
new market. Some drovers were then marking time in
Indian Territory, uncertain of a destination.

McCoy deseribed the trail as better than “any other
route yet driven over,” with “more prairic, less timber,
more small streams and fewer large ones . . . Better
grass and fewer flics. No civilized Indian tax or wild
Indian disturbances.

Disadvantages were apparent, too. The new trail wasn't
s well marked as the Shawnee, and herds would be more
vulnerable to Comanche and Kiowa raids.

McCoy gambled on these preparations, then watched
for the first clouds of herd dust. It was the summer
of 1867.

By August the citizens of Abilene could hear the
bawling of Longhorns which northern cattlemen had
bought in Indian Territory from a Texas drover, But
the first herd to come directly up the Chisholm Trail,
MecCoy recalled in his Historic Skeiches of the Catle
Trade, belonged to Col. O. W. Wheeler, a Californian.
Arming his trail hands with six-shooters and Henry re-
peating rifles, Wheeler walked 2,400 Longhorns through
Tndian country without serious trouble. The first ship-
ment of cattle went east from Abilene in September.

Although only @ few Texas cowmen learned of the
Abilene market in time to make fall drives in 1867, some
85,000 cattle were driven to the railhead that year. The
‘number doubled in 1868 and jumped to 300,000 in 1870.
In the first ten years of the Chisholm more than three
million head passed through Oklahoma to shipping points
in Kansas.

The boom was on and the rowdy cow towns glittered
like beads on the upper string of the trail

Drovers assembling herds deep in Texas followed
paths already beaten by cattle pointed for the Shawnee
Trail. Countless minor traces fed into the main route.
After passing San Antonio, the principal stem of the
Chisholm led through Austin, Waco and Fort Worth 1o
Red River Station, where the big fun began. The station
—one store, one saloon on the south side of the river—
was the jumping off place into Indian Territory.

Charlie Siringo, author of A Texas Cowboy, said ho
hired on “to g0 up the trail” at thirty dollars a month
“Our outft consisted of twenty-five hundred head of old
mossy-horn steers, a cook and twenty-five riders, with
six head of good Korses to the man . .. Everything went
on lovely with the exception of swimming swollen streams,





[image: image3.png]fighting now and then among ourselves and a stampede
every stormy night”

One oldtimer told of sceing 10,000 head of cattle
plodding up the trail under one brand, in three different
herds from five to cight miles apart A wellmanaged
herd would travel cight or fifteen miles a day, depending
on the next watering place. The trail boss, using his hat
to signal dircetions, picked the day’s route. Pointers rode.
in the lead. At intervals along cach side came the swing
men. and farther back the flank riders. Bringing up the
tail of the herd rode the drag men. There a green hand
ate dust, kept laggard cattle moving and added new cuss
words (0 his already cxtensive supply. Drowsy night
herders rubbed tobacco in their eyes to stay awake.

Cowmen <oon learned that cattle fattened during the
leisurely walk through Indian country, where grass
ranged from four feet high in the uplands to cight feet
stands in the creek bottoms. Riders never trotted stock if
possible not to; that “ran off the tallow,” and the easy
marches helped the Longhorns hold their weight. It wasn't
unusual for an outit to take & month crossing Oklahoma,
And as in Texas, small trails fed into the main trace.

Across Red River, the Chisholm crawled over rolling
prairies and about the second night's camp the drover
passed just west of Monument Hill, a landmark visible
for miles. Here cowhands carved initials and brands on
the solt, reddish sandstone slabs and boulders.

Drifting over open prairics and skirting patches of
timber, the outfit reached the head of Rush Creck, sixty
miles from the Red, and in a day or two forded the
Washita River at Rock Crossing. Longhoms liked to
linger on the “fine grass” in the fertile Washita Valley.

Now cveryone kept a sharp lookout for bands of
Tndians blocking the way and demanding stecrs in pay-
ment for passage. A wise trail boss, finding his crew
outnumbered, generally cut out a fow head. Sometimes
the young bucks butchered a steer on the spot and ate
the Tiver ravw.

A tenderfoot rider named John was astonished when
an Indian, wanting tobacco, rode up to him and said,

‘How, John." When the herd passed on, the bewildered
reener asked an old hand.

Howd that redskin know my name?"

The other rider hid a smile and shook his head mys-
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teriously. Not till later would he tell the “shorthorn
cowboy” that Indians on the trail addressed all white
men that way.

At the South Canadian River the trail split. The west

fork, also_traveled by stagecoaches, passed Fort Reno,
near the North Canadian, while the east fork went by
present Yukon. The forks came together again at Dover,
on the north side of the Cimarron, and the lead steers
stepped out on the single trail to the Salt Fork of
the Arkansas,
Today US. Highway 81 pretty well follows the old
trail, along a line of cities including Terral and Ryan,
closc to Red River, and Duncan, Chickasha, EI Reno,
Kingfisher, Enid, Pond Creek and Medford

Drovers differed as to which river was the meanest, but
“all were hell when up.” Siringo found the Salt Fork
rising and “drift wood coming down at a terrible rate. The
old lead steers went right into the foaming water.” Then:

“Henry Coats' horse went under, which scared the
leaders, causing the whole herd to tum back amidst 1
rible confusion. Coals came near drowning, . . . We
worked half an hour or mare to get the herd to take
water again, but failed. The river continued to rise until
she was over a mile wide.”

The scent of a panther was enough fo touch off a
stampede, and there were the other hazards of lightning,
cholera, prairie fires, wind and hail, blizzards, cloud-
bursts, Tndian raiders and rustlers. Therefore, a cowboy.
who'd “heen up the trail” could be pardoned for th
slight swagger in his jingling walk

At the end of the long trail the snorting railhcad
towns waited, “mighty bad places fo have your six.
shooter stick” Of course, there were gamblers and
“aalico queens.”

Abilene was the first terminus on the Chisholm and
remained the hub until the Atchison, Topeka & Santa e
reached Newton, farther south, in the summer of 71
Wichita sprang alive in the spring of 72 when a spur
came in from Newton, and Caldwell, just across the
Kansas line, became trails ond in 1880,

By the close of the 1884 season the Chisholm Trail
was virtually blocked, strangled by barbed wire. Life
felt tame to @ man who'd lived its excitement, its fun
and its dangers. You bet your boots, cowboy.
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