Cowboys of the High Sierra

the job you excelled in. So you'd wind up being a spade
bit man, or what they call a hackamore man, or a good
riata man or bronc rider, calf roper, etc. Usually a man
would excel in one of these things with the help of the
grizzly bears like my grandfather and old John and
Albert Lubkin, Charley Domini, Russ Spainhower. They
were all coyotes and fox. Friends like Bev Hunter and
Roy Hunter, Mark Lacey; oh, I could name them all
night. They were all badgers, keepin' you in line. You
talk about snappers and biters, they were it. This is the
way you have to learn to be a cowboy. You can't buy a
big hat and a pair of boots and think you're a cowboy.
And so the old sayin' that goes "he's been through the
Tunnel" means you're talkin' about a "top hand." Now
this is a secret I shouldn't be passin' on, but real cowboys
know what I'm talkin' about.
There's what you call a cowman, a cowboy, and a
rodeo hand. A young cowboy could be a whip-and-spur
artist, but if he won't listen he won't make a cowman.
The name of the game is weight an' beef an' money.
You're in the business to make a living, so you handle
your cattle as conservatively as you can and try to make
what you can out of them and pay your bills. A lot of
these boys we call whip-and-spur boys, they knock more
beef off your cattle than you can put on them in a whole
summer. I mean on a cow drive they won't stop and
rest and make sure your cows and calves nurse and
mother-up properly. So we have a problem. We have
to hire them because there is a shortage of help. You
have to work this kind of guy, and you have to keep
one eye on him and one eye on the horse he's ridin' so

he don't spoil him. Pretty soon some of them get a repu
tation, and they can't work anywhere. They just bounce
from job to job. I've done a little of that myself when
I was tryin' to learn, but you should do it as a boy, when
you're still learning and will respect the other man's
suggestion. Today if something is suggested to them,
they get mad, blow up, and quit. A young boy won't
do that a lot of times, because he's been told, "Now you
listen."
A cowboy is a conservative man, and he can probably
do it all. He's been through the Tunnel. He's been raised
on the ranch or brought up around old professional
cowmen, and he's been told, "Not too much of this,
not too much of that, be conservative, don't run all the
fat off the cattle, save your horse, be sure that the calves
are paired up with their mothers." This sort of thing.
This is what makes a cowman.
A rodeo hand is an athlete, and he's damn good at
what he does. Ridin' and ropin' are just the beginnin' of
runnin' cattle. So a guy that goes out here for sport,
why he never makes it. Now we've got what we call
a "one-county tramp." That's no disgrace. He's a one
iron man. He's a boy that was raised here in Walker
Basin or Owens Valley, never worked anywhere else.
He never got to go over the hill and learn another ranch.
My folks told me, "You go somewhere else for a while
and learn another system." When you accumulate them
all in one bunch, all your different experiences, you

