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 Longterm drouths such as the current one bring on 

strange behavior. One morning, I just drove over to the 

Devil’s River mill and hung a thermometer on a cedar post. I 

knocked out the bugs from the glass in the rain gauge and 

put the tube back in upside down. In the past three months, 

we measured eight-tenths of an inch of rain at that 

watering. The mill is on the very head of the Devil’s River 

watershed. If the luck up here is any indication of the 

fortunes downstream, the running part of the river is sure 

living up to its name. 

 Down on the highway, things are worse. Over by the gas 

plant on Highway 67, the last follow-up rains were seven 

years ago this fall. Showers have teased us along, greening 

up the stubble and refreshing the mesquites and the prickly 

pear. Part of the time, we fooled ourselves by wintering a 

few heifer calves or dry sheep by rotating them between two 

pastures and feeding an extra six weeks on each end of the 

season. However, the prospectus on junk bonds reads better 

than trying to make sense out of running dry stuff on a dry 

ranch on a falling market. 

 Ranchers passing down the highway quit waving five 

years ago. One old codger from out west stopped one morning 

at the Highway Mill to point out that the country between 

Mertzon and Barnhart was the hardest he had ever seen it. I 

forgot to ask, but he must have been going around by Hidway 



Lane during the drouth of 1917. The Big Boss said ‘17 became 

so dry they soaked the wagon wheels in the dirt tank at the 

Monument ranch every night to swell the fellows (the wood 

parts holding the spokes) in the rims to be able to feed the 

next day. He claimed they got by fairly well until the tank 

became so low they couldn't reach the water. 

 Magazine articles have had lots of good tips on drouth 

ranching lately. I read every word written on the subject. 

Good ideas come out, like not staying too long after the 

rains stop and selling out before the market breaks and feed 

goes up. Also, to stop betting on the come, or the future, 

but to face the situation at hand and take appropriate 

action. "Appropriate action" being, I suppose, billing every 

hoof left on the ranch from the saddle horses to the herd 

bulls to the packing houses and telling your cowboys to tie 

their saddles behind the cab and ride the last trucks on 

into town to look for new jobs. 

 All range experts seem to agree that waiting for a rain 

is a bad approach. Actually, that's what's wrong about 

drouth — how long you have to wait for a rain. Were I asked 

to petition for drouth relief in Austin or Washington, I 

think shortening the period of time it takes to go back to 

raining would be my first choice. 

 Back before the brain cells shifted in our heads from 

storytelling to watching television, men used to sit around 

the barber shops and domino hall over in Mertzon, bragging 



how they had outsmarted all adversaries and made bullies 

tremble at their sight. Prescient gents, those loafers were, 

"seen it a’coming," or "warned Mister Scott, he'd better 

contract his steers in the spring," they'd roll off their 

tobacco-stained lips. The shine boy's eyes — mine — grew 

large as a great horned owl’s as the wisdom flowed through 

the cigarette smoke and the occasional fumes from a pint of 

Four Roses whiskey. 

 At nights sweeping up the shop, if the barber wasn't 

too drunk, I'd ask him how old Brindy got so smart living 

down on his mother's little farm on the river, or how Mr. 

Roy learned so much about economics from driving a bobtail 

truck back and forth from Mertzon to Fort Worth. Never 

understood why Chester the barber laughed at my questions. 

 Chester had a hard time stropping his razor until he'd 

had a few shots in the morning. I never will forget the 

Saturday afternoon that he dropped his razor and caught it 

over a customer's face. We lost that old boy's business. 

After he left the chair, he didn't even stay for me to 

finish shining his boots. 

 The downtown beauty parlor is the closest Mertzon comes 

to having a barber shop today. We have to rely on range 

scientists and newspaper scribes to solve our problems. I 

wish I could remember for sure, but I think Brindy's mother 

left the farm to a church group up north, and if I am not 



mistaken, one of Roy's sons wrecked his bobtail and put him 

out of business ... 


