



















































































Chapter 1


Saddle Tramps & hot biscuits
















































































What is it about bein’ a saddle tramp that seems so romantic to most folks? Is it the starry nights? How about the fresh air? Could it be the good cowboy food that has dime novel readers everywhere wanting to saddle up and ride west? I say it’s none of these. Sure I’ve had my share of starry nights but I’ve slept more than my share in the rain too. I’ll tell ya it’s no fun to break pack and bed down under scrub oaks and try to get some sleep while a cold, slow drizzle soaks everything around ya. I really can’t say much for the food either. I’ve only had a few real tasty meals, and none of them were on the trail. There’s not a lot you can do with a jack rabbit that you got lucky and shot and then roasted over mesquite limbs. That only leaves the fresh air and brother the last time I was riding rear of 600 head the air was anything but fresh. 





I met Delmer Green for the first time just after my folks moved onto a spread to start raising cattle right before I turned 15. From the first day I met ol’ Delmer, he made me laugh. Me and Delmer had been workin’ and ridin’ together since I was 15 years old. When I turned 20, I believe Delmer would’ve been about 23 or 24, we struck out on our own to work as hired hands through Texas. We wanted to learn the cowboy business from the sod up. We mended fence and rounded up strays, changed brands and did all of the jerk work that regular hired hands didn’t want. Through it all we were pals. I guess you might could call us partners, if Delmer or me happened onto some money, we’d share it like brothers and not think anything about it. I always figured me and Delmer would ride together for a few years and then he’d get hooked up with some gal and get married and settle down. Fact is, I think HE thought that too. He got real close lots of times, but none of them women ever got the best of him.





I always paid real close attention to what Delmer said to me, cause fact is, I had a lot of respect for him. He was just a tad older than me, but he had a way with people about him that could either get you out of or into all sorts of trouble. I remember the time my Pap gave me my first horse, me an’ Delmer was working in Pap’s barn and the mare was about to foal. She laid down in the stall with her hind end back against the wall, and to me she ought to have knowed she couldn’t have a colt that way.  Delmer knew we had to get her around and started working on her and tryin’ to ease her so that when she did foal, she wouldn’t be up against the wall. Pap came in and there was Delmer in that stall with his mare and he had her by the tail in one hand and her legs in the bend of his arm and my Pap nearly had a conniption. “DELMER!” he hollered “WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO MY MARE?” Pap talked to Delmer like a dog before he could answer the question and he made Delmer out to be stupid. “Mr. Robertson” Delmer answered “I’m doing all I can to save this colt and your mare” he answered just as cool and calm. When Pap finally stood back and looked he yelled at me for not helping Delmer get the mare turned sooner. She finally had a little yellow wobbly-legged colt, and Pap gave it to me. It laid there and curled up next to its Mama and slept and Delmer said he looked like a block of cheese so I named him Cheddar.





Delmer never would name a horse because he said it made you get too attached to ‘em. I figured if you were settin’ on one for a day and a night at a time you might as well be attached to ‘em or at least it would feel like you were. Delmer and Pap both thought that was a stupid name for a horse, but if he was gonna be my horse I figured I would be the one that named him. Maybe that was another reason Delmer wouldn’t name a horse, just somethin’ else to worry about. As “Ol’ Chet” got bigger, me and him and Delmer all became big pals. He was just a few months old when I started laying blankets over his back to get him used to the weight of a saddle and eventually me. Chet was a little bit short-legged, but since it didn’t seem to bother him I didn’t worry about it either. I always tried to come up with an apple or something special for him just every day or two. I had him wearing a halter pretty early and he seemed like the kind of horse that wanted to be rode. Chet was a little bit of a free thinker and I always did blame Delmer for that. When I started riding him and he was too tired or whatever, he might just set about going his own speed. He never did put me in any harms way or cause me any real trouble; it was just a reminder that he had an independent streak in him





Just after I got “Chet” broke to the saddle; me and Delmer were working about a half a mile away from the house down in a cottonwood thicket. There was a little stream behind me on the left-hand side and we was trying to fix an old section of fence that had rotted down. I had just laid a rail into the notch and took a step backward with my left foot.  All at once I felt a pain shoot through my leg like somebody had heated an old dull poker for half a day and then jabbed it, still hot, into the back of my leg just above where your knee bends.  I barely remember hollerin’ out as I fell and I saw Delmer come running at me. Don’t never let anybody tell you that a rattlesnake ALWAYS rattles before they strike, for they don’t. My leg was throbbing before I even hit the ground, and Delmer ran up as the snake was coiling up next to my right shoulder. He picked up a rock and dropped it on the snake just barely missin’ my head. Delmer picked me up and the last thing I remember, was him runnin’ and carryin’ me back toward the house over a half a mile away. When I came to the next day they still had Delmer’s belt around my leg and a bed sheet wrapped around my leg all the way down to my ankle. Pap told me that Delmer carried me, never even takin’ the time to get on a horse all the way back to the house. Ever time I raised up, the whole house felt like it was spinning and my guts felt like they were full of boiling water just bubblin’.





Pap and Mama told me that if it hadn’t been for Delmer, I’d a died. Delmer went back and skinned out the snake and tacked the hide to the smokehouse for it to cure out. It took me two weeks before I could get out of bed by myself and another week for me to be able to walk out to the porch. Finally at last, six weeks after I got bit I was able to go out and put a saddle on Cheddar and lead him around a little. Being rode was still new to him and I couldn’t take getting’ throwed so I would saddle him up and walk around for sometimes a half a day. Lots a times Delmer would ride along chewing tobacco and spitting at anything that moved on the ground. He always said if I took up chewin’ that I should be able to spit pretty good because of the part between my teeth. Pap always told me that he heard a part between your teeth meant you were bound for travel. Then he’d kid me and say I was going all the way around the world because the part was so big.





Delmer was all the time talkin’ about travellin’ around and seein’ the world before stupid people spoiled it. I never could figure out exactly how in his young life he could have known so much about the world but he sure seemed to be a storehouse of knowledge. Come to find out Delmer would read practically anything that had words on it. He’d read the Bible, the newspaper, dime novels and wanted posters. Anything that he could get his hands on, he would read it and all that readin’ paid off. He knew lots of things about lots of stuff. It seemed that some of his knowledge just came to him even though his schooling wadn’t as good as a lot of other people’s, he made up for book learnin’ with common sense.





When I was finally at last ready to ride again and me and Cheddar and Delmer and his horse took off ridin’ west towards Dallas. Delmer had saved up close to twenty dollars and we were goin’ to get him a new pair of chaps. I was still wearing my Pap’s old set of chaps but Delmer had his mind set on a new pair. Delmer was sure that for folks to think of you as a cowboy, you had to look like a cowboy. For him that meant new chaps. Poor old Delmer had the kind of build that a pair of chaps would help. His legs were extra long and a little bowed. When he walked, he would stoop forward just a smidgen and if he was really thinkin’ on somethin’ he’d put his left arm behind his back with his left hand in the bend of his right elbow. Delmer always wore a flat, close to the head, hat, and it was always stained with sweat and looked like it had been crushed or wallered a time or two. 





We set out for Dallas early in the morning and by noon we still had almost 2 days ahead of us. Delmer was always looking around at the land and day-dreamin’ about what could be or what might have been. I caught a little glimpse of somethin’ movin’ ahead of us and pointed it out to Delmer. “Look at that turkey!” He shouted. Now to me it didn’t look exactly like a turkey but it WAS a big bird of some sort. I thought to myself that maybe we could shoot it and that it would make a good supper. As we rounded the bend, we got close enough to see plainly what Delmer said was a turkey. Like I said, it WAS a big bird except it was one of them nasty looking turkey buzzards. “Remind me not to eat Christmas dinner at your place!” I laughed as the buzzard took off and soared up over the tree tops. Delmer mumbled something about he could only see its head and that it looked a lot like a turkey from where he was. For years and years I laughed at him over that and he was always a good sport about it. He’d just smile every time I told somebody else about it and still he’d say that it looked like a turkey from where he was at, which wadn’t more than 4 feet from where I was at but that was besides the point.





Once we got to Dallas, I was sort of nervous. The whole town seemed to move at once. Wagons and buggies and people and even cattle was all over the place. We rode by the undertakers place and he had three Mexicans tied upright to some boards in front of the funeral parlor takin’ pictures of ‘em. He caught me lookin’ and offered to take my picture with ‘em for 6 bits and make a picture postcard. Evidently they were banditos or somethin’ and a local posse had shot it out with ‘em the day before we got there. That was my first encounter with famous outlaws and no matter who they were, they reminded me there on that board of the rattlesnake hide tacked to the side of our smokehouse back home. Once upon a time, they had been dangerous but now, they were just a trophy piece dryin’ out in the sun.





Me an’ Delmer got to the tack store and went in and the smell of leather and dye would knock you down. The store had a smell that would creep into your nose and then when you were eight or ten steps thru the door, it would hit you all at once. I was walkin’ behind Delmer fannin’ my hat and tryin my best to breathe as Delmer looked for the perfect pair of chaps. Ol’ man Cecil Larkins run the tack store and he was famous for his wanderin’ eye and sense of humor. He walked up to Delmer and as he stood with his side facin’ me, I couldn’t help but smile as I looked at him. From his throat down to his shoulders, he looked like a pretty fit man, but all at once his belly looked like it was trying to get away from the rest of his body. His arms were skinny and he stood with his weight on his left leg and his right foot pointed away from whoever he was talkin’ to. His bottom jaw stuck out farther than it looked like it ought to and he had a slow way of talkin’ thru his nose that made you forget all about the smell of his store.





I liked Cecil. The first time I’d ever seen him I was with my Pap and he’d brought me with him for my first trip to Dallas. I remembered having pretty much the same feelin’ about the place then as now. Cecil and Pap talked and laughed about statehood and politics. Cecil said somethin’ about how “Rip” Ford was his man in politics, and I remember Pap sayin “if THAT’S your man, the jungle’s full of ‘em”. I couldn’t help laughin’ out loud and Cecil got a kick out of it too. He told my Pap he was gonna remember that to tell it to somebody else. Cecil loved a good joke and he was easy with a smile. Here we were now, all these years later and Cecil didn’t look like he’d changed much. He didn’t remember me of course and I didn’t mention my Pap to him. For some reason I thought I was ready to be known for my own name and not as my Pap’s boy.





Cecil was going through piles of chaps out of a great big wooden box. Delmer could find somethin’ wrong with every pair Cecil pulled out. I sauntered off and was lookin thru the rest of the store. I was politely tryin’ to get close to the open door at the front of the store and just get some fresh air. I stood there and marveled at the great number of people and animals just goin’ thru life. Cattle comin’ this way, people going that way, trains whistlin’ in the distance and belchin’ wood smoke and steam. I could see how somebody could lose their self in a place like this and it made me want to head back. Even though it was a two and a half day ride, it seemed like crammin’ all of these people into one spot was like bein’ in a bottle. I wasn’t what you’d call home sick as much as I was getting’ sick of bein’ in the city. We hadn’t been here more than a couple of hours yet and I was ready to move on. 





I never was impatient, I could lay in a field and look up at the clouds all day long. I could set on a river bank and fish for hours on end and even if they weren’t bitin’ I enjoyed bein’ there. It seemed to me that folks that lived away from the big towns had it made and the ones that lived in was the ones who should be pitied. Still yet, as I stood by the door of Cecil’s store fancy banker lookin’ men would walk past me like they was in a big hurry to get somewhere and what they was doin’ was a lot more important than what I was doin’. They were probably right, it don’t take much to lean against a porch post and just look into the street. It takes a whole heap more to foreclose on an orphanage or some poor ol’ widows house.





Finally I heard Delmer pick out a pair of chaps and then I knew the dickerin’ was about to start. I found a chair on the porch, sat down and scooted it away from the wall about two and a half feet. I reared back and let my weight rest on the two back legs while I wrapped my feet around the two front legs. This reclining position was pretty comfortable so I let my hat fall down over my eyes and tried to doze off. Ever once in a while, people would clomp past me but I kept my head down and my arms folded as they past. A few people said something about takin’ up too much room on the sidewalk but I figured they could spare a few extra steps on their way to a foreclosure. After about thirty minutes I decided to go in and see how Delmer n’ Cecil was doin’. Sure enough, they were down to one dollars difference on them new black chaps. I walked over to ‘em and Cecil was tellin’ Delmer he couldn’t make a livin’ sellin’ stuff that cheap and Delmer was grinnin’ and promisin’ not to tell anybody what he paid for ‘em. Delmer won. Cecil sold him the chaps for nine dollars and agreed to make him a glove leather bible case to boot. Delmer always carried an old Bible with him that was a gift from his Grandmother. Delmer called her Mamaw and though she’d been dead for years, he still took good care of that Bible. He said he was raised to believe the answer to every problem he might come up against in life could be solved with that book. The way Delmer had it figured, a book that important deserved a case to protect it while it was in your saddle bags.





Delmer handed me the chaps to hold while he got his money out. We all three walked to the front of the store and Cecil promised Delmer he’d have the bible case ready in a couple of hours. We decided that we’d go eat and kick around a little then come back to get the case and then maybe be on our way. Delmer asked Cecil if he knew of a good place to eat and Cecil pulled at the hairs of his moustache as he was thinkin’. “Yeah,” he said. “A new place opened up about a month ago, called the ‘Cat Head Restaurant.’” “Is it pretty good?” Delmer asked. “Sure it’s good, you don’t get a gut like this NOT knowin’ where the good places are!” Cecil laughed. “O.K., where is it?” Delmer asked, and Cecil held his hands about a foot and a half apart and said “about that far from it’s tail”. I thought Cecil would bust a gut laughin’ at Delmer and for the first time since I’d known him, Delmer couldn’t think of anything to say. I laughed til I had tears in my eyes and that made Cecil laugh even harder. His face was red as a beet he had laughed so hard and I told myself to remember that one to get on somebody else someday.





Cecil gave Delmer his eleven dollars in change and we left promisin’ to be back in a couple of hours. We left the store and got our horses and headed west down the street into the sun. We rode along just trottin’ and lookin’ around at all the stores and I couldn’t imagine that there was enough people in the world to buy all the stuff that these people in Dallas was sellin.’ We rode on and found a boardin’ house that smelled like hot biscuits. Now good hot biscuits has a smell that you can pick out anywhere. You can smell the melted butter that was spread on the tops of the biscuits, and you can almost feel how warm they are right in your hand. A good biscuit is a little bit slick with flour and even though they’re thick, they don’t take up too much room in your mouth when you’re eatin’. You can eat a piece of meat, a bite of beans or potatoes and still that biscuit won’t crowd you when you bite into it. Delmer always said that a good biscuit (or piece of cornbread when he couldn’t get a biscuit) was about the best part of a meal. “A good biscuit stays with you ‘til you’re done eatin’” Delmer would say. “You start off eatin’ one with your meat or what ever and before you know it you’re finishin’ up with a biscuit and some honey or jelly there on the last part of the meal.” 





We walked in to the downstairs part of the boardin’ house and asked what about somethin’ to eat. The woman at the desk told us to “go on in and have a seat.” We walked in the parlor and down two little steps into a dinin’ room. There was a half dozen or so tables in there and four or five of ‘em had people already settin at ‘em. Delmer picked out a table over toward the right hand side of the room next to a table full of 3 banker lookin’ men and a man that looked like he had at one time worked for a livin’. We sat down and I was facin’ ‘em and Delmer had his back to ‘em. He always listened, not eaves droppin’, just listened, to other people talk. The woman that run the kitchen came out with coffee cups and a coffee pot with a rag around the handle. She set ‘em down and asked what we wanted to eat. I knew without hearin’ it that Delmer would be after chicken if she had any and I really didn’t care what I had to eat. Finally Delmer said “do you sell chicken?” “Sure we sell it, we wring it’s neck, gut it and cook it too, which way do you want yours?” she asked him. “Just scramble me one egg and fry the other and a piece of steak’ll do me just fine” he said. I told her I’d take two eggs and a piece of steak and she walked off to get it together for us. I could hear it fryin’ through the swingin’ door and in just a few minutes she come out with our plates. She set mine down and I thanked her and she set Delmer’s down and he just looked at it and then back at her. “What’s the matter?” She asked him, “you told me two eggs, one scrambled and one fried didn’t you COWBOY?” she asked and kindly said that last part a little bit hickey. “Yeah, that’s what I told you” Delmer said and before he could finish she said “well, what’s wrong then?” in a loud kinda way. “You scrambled the wrong egg” he said with sly grin and she reared back and laughed real hard. 





She walked off shakin’ her head and came back out with a big plate of biscuits and I knew that Delmer had her right where he wanted her. Like me, she was pretty homely lookin’ and I never knew Delmer to take advantage of anybody but when it come to women he could talk to ‘em and make ‘em think they was the only woman left in the world. You’d be amazed how many women just loved him for that reason alone. Ever time she came through with that coffee pot, Delmer would look her square in the eye. “Thank you so much” he’d say and I was even startin’ to believe that the ol’ boy might be struck on her. I noticed that when she talked to Delmer, her voice even changed. Before it sounded like she had been hollerin’ real loud for two or three days straight and her throat was real sore. Now, she grinned a whole lot and talked real soft and sweet to Delmer and giggled at him. Before we was through eatin’ she was pattin’ his shoulder and it seemed to me she just had to touch him every time she walked by him. As the regular crowd thinned out and it was just us and a few others in there, the men next to us were finishin’ up.


They paid their bill and left and spoke to me and Delmer as they walked past. 





Delmer took his time with his meal and then eat a few biscuits with jelly. They weren’t the best biscuits I’d ever had, but they were pretty good. Delmer sat back in his chair and breathed deep the way you do when you’re satisfied. He looked that way a lot, it didn’t take much to satisfy Delmer. Kathy (the woman from the kitchen) came back by and wanted to know if we needed anything else. “I can’t think of a thing that would make this meal any better a’tall ma’am” Delmer said and he grinned like a possum. “Just tell me what I owe you and we’ll be on our way” he said. “Honey, just promise to come back by another time and we’ll call it even” she told him and when Delmer tried to pay her anyway she acted a little bit mad and told him “your money’s no good here.” We thanked her and walked out and I really think I would have rather paid for that meal than to have to look over my shoulder ever time I come back to Dallas if I’d been Delmer. Turns out he eat free more than once just by being himself. I think women like ol’ Kathy appreciated the fact that he noticed ‘em.





