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His Pristine Image

CLIFFORD P. WESTERMEIER

In more than a century of existence the cowboy has been,
like the beautiful Helene in Goethe's Faust, "much admired and
much criticized." But even the earliest references to him, plus
his undying popularity, both at home and abroad, indicate that
the pendulum continues to swing heavy in favor of this folk
hero ofthe West.

The earliest published records reveal that frontier journalists
had various appelatives for this evolving heroic figure. The first
reference was as a "drover" or "herder"; then "cowboy"
(sometimes hyphenated and with quotation marks), also "cow-
herder" and "cowpuncher," and, occasionally, the all-
encompassing term, "westerner."

Meanwhile, the image began to emerge-one which, though
battered and bruised, still persists. Five years after the cowboy
rode up the trails to Baxter Springs and Abilene, Kansas, he had
been characterized and for two decades dominated the cattle
range. Thus, the mythical and legendary cowboy-the historical
image—who, shoulder to shoulder with the working man, rode
in the spotlight of the warm and admiring praises of his
devotees.

In 1867 the following appeared in the New York Daily
Tribune, "And here are the drovers. . . keen-looking
men . . . undoubtedly terrible in a fight, yet great at cattle
driving."' A description of the "Texas Cattle Herder" was
printed under that title in the Kansas Magazine. This portrayal

1. New York Daily Tribune, 6 Nov. \861; Junction City (Kans.) Weekly, 29
Oct. 1870; "The Texas Cattle Herdei," Topeka (Kans.) Daily Commonwealth, 15
Apr. 1871.
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reappeared in several frontier newspapers. The Denier Daily
News reprint of 4 April 1 873 described him as being "well built;
hair long and unkempt and sun faded." However, the reporter
was shocked by the herder's bowed legs and reasoned that they
result from "his constant seat in the saddle." Furthermore, he
also observed that "a part of [him] might be reckoned his
horse, from which he is almost inseparable. In addition, the
herder's garb was comprised of jeans tucked in high-topped
boots, a woolen shirt, and a belt with pistols and "cutlery." All
of this was topped with "slouch felt hat of great width of brim,
often a genuine Mexican sombrero."

A year later descriptions of the herder, drover, and cowboy
appeared in Joseph G. McCoy's Historic Sketches of the Cattle
Trade of the West and Southwest. "His clothes are coarse and
substantial, few in number and often of the gaudy pattern. The
'sombrero' hat and large spurs are inevitable accompani-
ments."^ McCoy attributed much of the disreputable appear-
ance of the cowboy to the hard life on the range-poor food,
bad water, and the lack of normal comforts. "No wonder," he
wrote, "the cow-boy gets sallow and unhealthy, and deterio-
rates in manhood until often he becomes capable of any
contemptible thing."^ During the 1870s and 1880s the
cowboy continued to be cast and recast into the same image
with additional adjectives, some bewitching but more often
exaggerative. The frontier newspapermen and traveling corre-
spondents of eastern papers and journals were creating with
deadly persistence and precision an image that would eventually
become a colossus of enduring fame.

A witness of a Montana cattle drive in 1885 wrote, "See
that brawny fellow with the crisp, tight-curling yellow hair
growing low down on the nape of his massive neck rising
straight and supple from the low collar of his loose flannel shirt,
his sun-browned face with the piercing gray eyes looking out
from under the broad brim of his hat."'* Later, a woman writer,

2. Joseph G- McCoy, Historic Sketches of the Cattle Trade of the West and
Southwest iKan$à% City, Mo.. Ramsey, Millett & Hudson, 1874), p. 10.

3. Ibid., pp. 137-38.
4. Rufus F. Zogbaum, "A Day's Drive With Montana Cowboys," Harper's New

Monthly 71 (July 1885): 190. See Joseph Nimmo, Jun., "The American Cow-Boy,"
ibid. 73 (Nov. 1886): 880-84, fot a more sober appraisal.
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captivated by cowboys, described them in the same vein and
with equal passion, as "great viking fellows, tall, heavy,
black-bearded, splendid men of forty; the rest slim, sinewy
young chaps. Curiously enough, all that I happened to notice
were blondes, with their eyes-and teeth too, when they
laughed—glaring whitely out of their deeply sun-burned faces."^
Theodore Roosevelt, who never failed to respond to physical
attributes, summed up the image, "They are smaller and less
muscular than the wielders of ax and pick: but they are as hardy
and self-reliant as any men who ever breathed—with bronzed,
set faces, and keen eyes that look all the world straight in the
face without flinching as they flash out from under the
broad-brimmed hats."^

The literary mold, from which come innumerable castings,
endured and encompassed the masculine heroes of films and
television and the rugged contestants of rodeo fame-lithe,
spurred horsemen, faces set on the edge of anger, shirts open at
the throat, hats pushed back, with skintight trousers riding
languidly on their hips barely masking their virility. Masculine
enough to satisfy both sexes, they challenged the maleness of all
men and aroused the desires of every woman. The demigod-
badman was born-a man gritty and cool in crises, a devil-may-
care, roistering, irresponsible hard drinker, at once generous,
lawless, dissipated, desperate, and dangerous, dashing furiously
through a hell of his own making.

The early chroniclers cast this image to fit their own fancy,
which later writers largely shared. Such a preponderance of
agreement lent a certain credence to the emerging genre.
Regardless of the truth, the legendary cowboy was in the
process of fabrication. The old-time cowboy suffered severely
from poor publicity, mainly overexaggeration of both his
virtues and his vices. Too often the crude, vulgar, brutal, and
reckless phases of his life were emphasized for eastern readers
who were not satisfied by a single recital, but grew more avid in

5. Alice McGowan, "A Successful Round-Up," Overland Monthly 40 (Nov.
1902): 460.

6. Theodore Roosevelt, "Ranch Life in the Far West," Century 35 (Feb.
1888): 502.
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their demands for the sensational.'' The cowboy was described
as possessing "ail the vices that his limited education permits
and if he omits any it is not his fault."^ Another observer noted
that "morally, as a class, they are foul-mouthed, blasphemous,
drunken, lecherous, utterly corrupt."^ Again Roosevelt, more
understanding and generous in his judgment, wrote, "Peril and
hardship, and years of long toil broken by weeks of brutal
dissipation, draw haggard lines across their eager faces, but
never dim their reckless eyes nor break their bearing of defiant
self-confidence.""* A correspondent for the Junction City
Weekly Union commented, "Cut loose from all the refining
influences and enjoyments of Hfe, these herdsmen toil for
tedious months behind their slow herds, seeing scarcely a house,
garden, a woman or child for nearly 1,000 miles, and like a
cargo of sea worn sailors coming into port, they must
have-when released-some kind of entertainment. In the
absence of something better, they at once fall into liquor and
gambling saloons at hand."*i

McCoy presented an unattractive but accurate picture of the
hardships, roughness, and dangers of cowboy life. He deplored
particularly the wretchedness found in the cattle towns-the evil
characters, both male and female, that haunted them. "In this
vortex of dissipation," he wrote, "the average cow-boy plunges
with great delight."'^

To counteract the profane image, admirers of the cowboy
undertook the task of whitewashing and thus bedecked him
with virtues that men may wish to possess. "His vices are
counter-balanced by some virtues," wrote a contemporary, who
was not shy in listing many of the vices. This moralist noted
that the cowboy was "generous and open-handed, he will spend
his last dollar on his friends, or risk his life in defense of a

7. "Sport Among the Cowboys," Field and Farm (Denver. Colo) 4 June
1892.

8. "The Texas Cattle Herder," Rocky Mountain News (Denver Colo ) 4 Apr
1872. ^ "

9. "The Cow-Boys of the Western Plains and Their Horses," Cheyenne Daily
Leader, 3 Oct. 1 882.

10. Roosevelt, "Ranch Life in the Far West," p. 502.
\\. Junction City (Kans.) Weekly Union, 29 Oct. 1870.
12. McCoy, Historic Sketches, p. I 38-39.
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comrade in danger, living his whole life without the pale of
civilized society, associated with vile men and viler women it is
only a wonder that he is not worse than he is."'^

The whitewashers described the cowboy as "brimful and
running over with wit, merriment, good humor," "as a faithful
employee," a "perfect type of physical manhood . . . the finest
horseman in the world," "chivalrous as the famed knight of
old."''* Journalistic superlatives abound to counteract the
slanderous accounts, and frontier newspapers carried columns
with headings "False Notions of Western Character," "A Night
With The Cowboys," "Cowboys And Their Slanderers," "Rufits
Hatch's Estimate Of The Cowboys," "The Regenerated Cow-
boy," "The Real Cowboy," and "Civilizing A Cowboy."'^

W. S. James's Cow-Boy Life in Texas. . . or. . . 27 Years a
Mavrick (1893), accepted as an accurate account of cowboy
life, although heavily larded with religious homilies, is not to be
ignored. It was written during the period of prediction, that is,
the so-called "sunset of the cowboy." James's narrative por-
trayed the scenes of his early range days and probably reflects
the literary accumulation of thirty years. He was much aware of
criticism directed at the range rider, for a great many of his
comments serve as an explanation of the cowboy's careless
appearance, rowdy actions, and crude way of living.

Roosevelt, Nimmo. McCoy, and James, as well as others,
writing in the period 1867-1900 and early into the new century,
showed concern for the reputation of the cowboy. James
carefully distinguished between the "genuine cowboy" and the
"counterfeit cowboy," the highly idealized and misrepresented
man. Some Texans were greatly concerned, maintaining that the
distortion had resulted from the prejudiced view of easterners.

13. "The Texas Cattle Herder," Rocky Mountain News, 4 Apr. 1872.
14. "The Festive Cow Puncher," Denver Tribune-Republican, 31 Oct. 1886;

"The Cowboy As He Is," Cheyenne (Wyo.) Democratic Leader, 11 Jan. 1885; "On A
Texas Cattle Range," Texas Live Stock Joumal 14 July 1883, p. 8; "Texas
Cowboys," tbid., 21 Oct. 1882, p. 5.

15. Daily Rocky Mountain A/eivs, 26 June \%f)9, Caldwell (Kans.)/"osi, 24 June
1880; Las Animas (Colo.) Leader, 30 June 1882; Texas Live Stock Journal, 20 Oct.
1883, p. 6; Fort Collins Daily Express, 9 Jan. 1883; Kansas Cowboy, 1 Nov. 1884; 6
June 1885.
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and particularly Yankees, who had invaded the cow country, î -
Some did attempt to sanitize the cowboy, but none of the
writers were blind to his faults. James, among others, "curries
the critter," and at best, the attitude of most of them was one
of "boys will be boys." This, coupled with the rough, lawless,
vulgar, and dissolute inhabitants of a harsh environment and the
privations and hardships of the life, was a sufficient excuse for
the unruly and almost savage behavior of the cowboy.

By no means was James's stand the first of a kind, for as
defamation of character continued, there were almost as many
contemporary praiseworthy comments by cowboy admirers.
Invariably, however, this acclaim was conditioned by a recogni-
tion of the weaknesses and depravity of the man and the
influence of a hostile and hazardous environment. Early in the
new century Andy Adams suggested that the cowboy be
stripped of his garb and gear so dear to the hearts ofthe artistic
and romantic. Adams's man of the range was "rough, ragged,
unshaven and frequently lousy."'"'

Whether he was the dashing devil of frontier dives or an
Apollo Belvedere of the plains, the cowboy's critics agreed that
he was, above all, a man on horseback.'^ He represented the
aristocracy of the last West and only the sternest necessity
caused him to dismount. "Like Shelly's skylark he is a 'scorner
of the ground.' The personality of horse and rider is in a
measure merged; the one without the other is only part of the
whole."'^ The cowboy has been called a "Knight of the Golden

16. "A Night With the Cow Boys," Caldwell Post, 24 June 1890; "The
Cowboy," Texas Live Stock Journal, 28 Apr. i 883, p. 1 ; "Texas Cowboys," ibid., 21
Oct. 1882, p. 5; "Cowboy Life." ibid., 19 Jan. 1884, p. 2; "The Cowboy - Dodge
City," Kansas Cowboy, 19 July 1884; "The Real Cowboy," ibid., 1 Nov. 1884; "The
Cowboy of the Day," Trinidad (Colo.) Daily Advertiser, 31 Jan. 1885; "Defending
the Cowboy," Kansas Cowboy, 10 Oct. 1885.

17. Andy Adams, "The Truth About the Cowboy," World To-Day 1 (July
1904); 909.

18. Nimmo, "The American Cowboy," p. 880; William T. Lamed, "The Passing
of the Cow-Puncher," Lippincott's Magazine 55 (Aug. 1895): 268; Theodore
Roosevelt, "The Round-Up," Century 35 (Apr. 1888): 854-55. "Here it was that I
learned one thing about the cowboy-he cares for his horse first, himself afterwards"
(Ella Thorngate, "A Cowboy Carnival," Overland Monthly 43 (Jan. 1904J : 53).

19. Larned, "The Passing of the Cow-Puncher," p. 268.
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Fleece," although "his greatest contempt was for the man on
foot, and his deepest disdain for the herder of sheep."^^

Thus, the horse-mounted cowboy, along with his admirers,
viewed himself as superior to men on foot. This inseparable
pair, horse and man, channed young and o!d, and in the minds
of chroniclers became a symbol, a mounted rough-hewn
Galahad.^' Contemporary writers were "quick-on-the-draw" to
project this heroic image to their readers. "Others might crawl
on the ground making money in some ignoble pursuit," wrote
one observer, but "for his part, the way to wealth was plain and
broad enough; and he rode it in lordly style, with a word of pity
for those who trudged foot sore along the trail."^^

As significant in the creation of the historical-fictional
image of the cowboy was its evolution in the dime novel. The
cowboy did not rise to prominence in these publications until
the close of the range cattle industry, at a time when newspaper
columns and magazine articles predicted his passing from the
scene. Furthermore, when he emerged in the dime novel, it was
purely dilatory. Only after the sinner-saint image had been fully
expounded and nostalgia took over, did contemporary journal-
ists bemoan the passing of this "festive cuss." Also, the dime
novel cowboy of the late nineteenth century was not stamped
from the same die that became universal following the
publication of Owen Wister's Virginian in 1902. He would still
undergo change at the hands of his creators not unlike that
already experienced in journalistic accounts. At times they
shifted him from sinner to saint as he rode in the twilight zone
of the journalistic demiscoundrel-hero, a forecast of the
antihero of novels and the motion picture and television
scenarios. However, as he galloped through the pages of these
fictional fabrications, he finally attained the pinnacle of
nature's nobleman.

20. Donald Mackay, "The Cow Puncher at Home," Munsey's 27 (Aug.
1902): 760; "War Between the Cattle and Sheep Men of the West," Denver
Republican. 9 Dec. 1900.

21. Nimmo, "The American Cow-Boy," p. 880; Larned, "The Passing of the
Cow-Puncher," p. 268.

22. Alfred T. Bacon, "A Colorado Round-Up," Lippincott's Magazine 28 (Dec.
1881): 622.
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PAIISOH J M . KING OF THE COWBflYS!
"Coward, kill me.' For if you
don 'f. I'll kill you some day " is the

' caption on the cover of
this dime novel.

This absurd position was achieved through the works of
Joseph E. Badger, Jr., "Colonel" Prentiss Ingraham, and William
G. Patten. In the main their sympathetic treatment evolved
from earlier hostile, disparaging, malicious, and biased attacks
on westerners and the cowboy character by another author,
Captain Frederick Whittaker. Whittaker's hostihty toward the
West appeared in 1872 in two Beadle publications: The Death
Head's Ranger: A Tale of the Lone Star State and The Texan
Sport; or. The Boy Mustang Hunter. His rancor toward the
cowboy was more subtle in Parson Jim, King of the Cowboys;
or, The Gentle Shepherd's Big "Clean Owi" (1882). It was more
obvious in Top Notch Tom: The Cowboy Outlaw; or, The
Statanstown Eleetion (1884).^^

The author of Parson Jim, King of the Cowboys appraised

23. See Warren French, "The Cowboy In The Dime Novel," Studies in English
30 (Austin; University of Texas Press, 1951), pp. 219-34, for a penetrating analysis
of this subject.
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his subjects as "fine, dashing picturesque fellows . . . tall and
muscular, thin and long-limbed, with bushy beards and long hair
over their shoulders." However, his comments on the horse-
men's gear were less flattering and carried subtle undertones of
criticism when he noted, "All wore red sashes, garnished with
knives and pistols, and every man had a cruel black whip slung
from his wrist, about six feet long, shaped like a snake . . . these
men seemed all crazy with excitement or drink, and were firing
recklessly all around them into the windows of the houses, as if
careless what damage they did, which was the fact."^'^
Whittaker's repugnance became evident in his description of the
cowboys' arrival in town. They "set in for a regular old-
fashioned carouse, going the rounds of every saloon . . . , mak-
ing day and night hideous with their yells." ̂ ^ The spree lasted a
full week, when the cowboys, now broke, began to drift
homeward bordering on "delirium tremens, their nerves all
gone, too shaky to shoot, pale and thin from the long debauch,
as different as could be imagined from the trim stalwart fellows,
who had ridden in . . . a week since."^^ The author had never
visited the West and, apparently, assumed the same conde-
scending and hostile attitude displayed by some eastern
journalists toward the cowboy. In contrast to his abhorrence of
the lusty, virile figures, Whittaker's hero. Parson Jim, the "King
of the Cowboys," was a Bostonian and a tubercular, whose face
"was perfectly beautiful, with delicate regular features, soft
blue eyes and bright, wavy fair hair that fell nearly to his coat
collar." James Arthur, Parson Jim, could conquer primordial,
sordid, disordered souls and save Colorado by his purity of
heart, beauty of soul, and countenance. ̂ "̂

In the eyes of the heroine in the novel, this king of the
cowboys was worthy of the best "beefcake" artistry of modern
motion picture and television script writers and publicists. On
one occasion Parson Jim threw off his jacket and shirt "till he
was stripped to the waist, revealing a body by no means that of

24. Captain Frederick Whittaker, Parson Jim, King of the Cowboys; or the
Gentle Shepherd's Big "Clean Out" (New York: Beadle & Adams Publishers, 6 Dec.
1882), p. 3.

25. Ibid., p. 5.
26. Ibid., p. 6.
27. Ibid., p. 3.
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a small man, . . . for the chest was well arched and deep, while
beautifully modeled muscles showed him to be remarkably
strong for his size," a suspect statement from the Boston
regenerator of the dissolute and boorish. After all, in the late
Victorian age ladies had limbs! ^̂

As journaiistic critics of the cowboy brought down on their
heads the wrath of the horseman's admirers, so did Whittaker's
attacks and impossible hero images spawn champions ready to
defend the maligned plainsman. Many native westerners at this
time blamed the cowboy's wild reckless reputation on the
indiscriminate and irresponsible writing of both western and
eastern journalists. Such charges covered wide ground, but
Bayard Taylor served as an especially attractive target. His visit
to Colorado in 1866 drew coverage from a correspondent of the
Rocky Mountain News. The reporter noted Taylor's confessed
puzzlement "by a style of character he found here, which
seemed to have a strong mixture of ruffianism and refine-
ment."2"* In protest the Texas Live Stock Journal reprinted an
article from the Wichita Herald. "People in the oldest states east
of us who know nothing of the cowboy save what they read in
yellow back novels, form some very extravagant ideas of these
jolly denizens of the wild west and could these mental pictures
be transferred to paper they would be both ludicrous and
frightful." Except for a few, they "are as big hearted a set of
fellows as can be found in the world."^'^ Another protest
against an eastern interpretation appeared in the Las Vegas
Daily Optic. "Because the cowboy is a festive fellow, when he
leaves the cattle and gets among human beings, whisky and
beer, the newspaper reporters of the west have seen fit to make
him the hero of a thousand scrapes. . . . No man could herd
Texas cattle and still be a Christian."^'

A survey of pro-cowboy dime novels reveals certain trends.
Most notably, the protagonist was shifting from a purely
imaginative environment to that of a fairly realistic western

28. Ibid., p. 12.
29. "False Notions of Western Character," Rocky Mountain News, 26 June

1869.
30. "The Cowboy," Texas Live Stock Joumal, 28 Apr. 1883, p. 1.
31. "The Festive Cowboy," Las Vegas (N. Mex.) Daily Optic, 16 Oct. 1883.
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setting. These trends were significant, even though the cowboy
still remained a rather vague, shadowy figure.^^ However,
Joseph G. Badger, Jr., achieved truer affinity with the horseman
through a greater fidelity to actual setting. More successful in
lifting the cowboy out of the nameless and faceless state he
occupied were the sequential novels by "Colonel" Prentiss
Ingraham featuring Buck Taylor. Advertised as "The King of
the Cowboys" in the Buffalo Bill Wild West Show, Taylor was
the star of the cowboy troupe both in the United States and
abroad-a star, of course, second to Cody. During the first visit
of the Wild West exhibition to England in 1887, a reporter for
the Pictorial News singled out Taylor: "The chief of these,
'Buck Taylor,' may be taken as a fair example. His height is six
feet four. He is perfectly made and as hard as nails. His manner
is decidedly pleasing, he can set any horse that is brought him,
and he wears his hair over his shoulders."^•^

Ingraham's novel Buek Taylor: King of the Cowboys, the
first of this series, still left the man a somewhat enigmatic
figure. The protagonist became more distinct in Buck Taylor:
The Saddle King. In this book it is evident that earlier
characterizations probably influenced not only Ingraham but
also other authors, and the "six-feet-tall" hero became a must.
Ingraham's model was "a person over six feet in height by
several inches, with a slender form, but athletic, broad
shoulders, and the very beau ideal of a Texas cowboy. . . . His
face was one to remember when once seen, beardless, youthful,
yet full of character and fearlessness, amounting to reckless
daring." 3**

In this type of novel the cowboy achieved status, since one

32. See Joseph E. Badger, Jr., Laughing Leo; or. Spread Eagle Sam's Dandy
Pard, New York Dime Novel, No. 433 (New York: Beadle & Adams, Publishers,
1887); Badger, TJie Prairie Ranch; or, the Young Cattle Herders (1884), reprinted
Beadle's Boys' Library of Sport Story and Adventure, No. 8 (New York; M. J. Ivers
& Co., Publisher, 1899).

33. ñctorial News (London), 30 Apr. 1887. See Tit-Bits (London), 18 June
1887, p. 149; "Accident to the Cowboy King," London Daily Oironicle, 2 June
1887, p. 3.

34. "Colonel" Prentiss Ingraham, Buck Taylor, The Saddle King; or, the Lasso
Rangers' League, New York Dime Library, No. 649, (New York: Beadle & Adams,
Publishers, 1891), p. 2.
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had now made the grade, he was no longer nameless and by this
time, too, the gaudy colored posters featuring him had spread
across two continents.^^ Ingraham's and Cody's cowboy was
not a man of the range but a man of action, performing deeds
of daring, excitement, and bravery. He was a man who now held
the respect of both spectator and reader. The mantle of
respectability rested comfortably on his shoulders.

With this recognition of individuality, the cowboy became a
man of action rather than a "cow servant." At this point, the
next, if not the last, step in his evolution occurred. Wilham G.
Patten wrote about his cowboy with an intensity that barely
kept his forceful activities within the paper covers of the novel.
Not only did his cowboy appear as a virile figure, "a man at
least six feet tall and built from the ground up . . . a man of
great strength and manly grace," but also he was the very
apotheosis of integrity. ̂ ^ In Hustler Harry he did not carry
weapons nor did he drink; his appearance and manner negated
the prevailing barbarous reputation. Another facet of the man
emerged when his nobility of body and mind was an acknow-
ledged consequence of his environment. "He was one of those
grand creations of the mountains and plains, a young nobleman
of nature.""

In Cowboy Chris: The Desert Centaur, the cowboy came
closer to the modern fictional hero of motion pictures and
television. Chris was "the beau ideal of a rough and ready
cowboy, such a person as would make an excellent friend or a
very unpleasant enemy."^^ Patten's men were range men and
because of their love of a life that offered freedom and
independence, they wanted to continue this carefree existence;

35. Buffalo Bill's Wild West show played to spectators on the Buropean
continent beginning with the Paris Exposition in 1890.

36. William G. Patten, Hustler Harry. The Cowboy Sport; or, Daring Dan
Shark's General Delivery, New York Dime Library, No. 545 (New York: Beadle &
Adams, Publishers, 1889), p. 3.

37. William G. Patten, Wild Vulcan, The Lone Ranger RiUer; or, the Rustlers of
the Bad Land. Beadle's Half Dime Library, No. 682 (New York: Beadle & Adams,
Publishers, 1 890), p. 4.

38. ¡William G. Patten], Cowboy Chris, The Desert Centaur: or. Hawkers for
the Human Hawk, Half Dime Library, No. 1066 (New York: Beadle & Adams,
Publishers, 1897), p. 2. This novel by Patten appears under the pseudonym of
WÜliamWest WUder.
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home, wife, and family were not a part of the evolving y
There is little doubt that both the historical image and the
fictional betrayal of the range cowboy were deeply rooted in
exaggerative contemporary journalism and the fantasies of the
dime novelist.

In an attempt to discover the genesis of the historical image
of the cowboy, the illustrative record should not be ignored.
Long before the garish and spectacular billboards and posters,
which announced the coming of the Wild West shows of Buffalo
Bill and Pawnee Bill, and the silent western movies, there were
the graphic narrators of the scene. True, a more colorful figure,
the American Indian, aroused greater national and international
scientific and artistic curiosity than did the cowboy, but in the
long run, until recently, it has not been as lasting.

The western horseman of the plains was the issue of many
national stocks, regions, and occupations. It is oniy when the
diversity of these men merges into a common interest, love, or
bond—the cattle industry—that the genus cowboy emerges. To
represent him removed from this clime is to render him
meaningless. Thus, the first cowboy is pictured. There are no
truly distinguishing features that characterized the profession
save those of his charges and mount.

The first known representations of an American cowboy in
an illustration for publication are accredited to James E. Taylor
and Alfred R. Waud. Taylor's "Branding Cattle on the Prairies
of Texas" appeared in Frank Leslie's Illustrated Newspaper on
29 June 1867; four months later Harper's Weekly carried the
Waud picture "A Drove of Texas Cattle Crossing a Stream" and
a year later his "Creasing Mustangs in Texas."^^^

Waud's first illustration depicts two horsemen trailing a herd
in midstream. Unfortunately, the sketch does not reveal enough
detail to clarify the costume or gear of the horsemen. Except
for broad-brimmed hats, wide band-like holsters on the right
shoulder that cross the chest and back to meet at the left hip,
and, in the case of one figure, obviously a pair of fur chaps, the

39. William G. Patten, Cowboy Chris, The Vengeance Volunteer, Half Dime
Library, No. 1075 (New York: Beadle & Adams, Publishers, 1898), p. 16.

40. "A Drove of Texas Cattle Crossing a Stream,"//arper's Weekly 11 (19 Oct.
1867): 665 ¡"Creasing Mustangs in Texas," ibid. 12(21 Nov. 1868): 741.
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"A Drove of Texas Cattle Crossing a Stream " by Alfred R. Waud
is considered one of the earliest illustrations

of the American cowboy.

details of the attire are unidentifiable. The foremost figure
carries a prod, evidently to urge the beasts forward and to
prevent their straying from the main herd. The text of tbe
illustration offers additional validity and some information
relative to the personnel of the drive. "A drove of five hundred
cattle is usually accompanied by a dozen men, drivers, cook,
etc., mounted upon mustang ponies, a wild set, who plunge in
and out of rivers, or push in among stanipeders in the most
reckless way.""*' Here, again, the men were designated as
drivers and not cowboys, although frontier journalists appar-
ently used the word "cowboy" as early as 1872 and probably,
in isolated instances, earlier."^^

Following the Civil War, enterprising eastern editors and
publishers took advantage of ongoing transformations in that
region beyond the Mississippi. To bring the story of this
dramatic episode of American expansion to the reading public,
both in word and pictures, increasing numbers of editors,
writers, and artists sallied forth to make a journalistic and
pictorial record. After the Taylor-Waud invasion of the cow-
boy's domain, the publishers oí Harper's Weekly commissioned
Paul Frenzeny and Jules Tavernier, natives of France, who had
formed a partnership as joint illustrators, to capture the western
theme for the avid reading and evergrowing eastern public. The

41.Ibid. 11 (190ct. 1867): 666.
42. See "Texas Cowboys," Ellsworth (Kans.) Reporter, 28 Aug. 1873.
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sketches made during their visit to Kansas, Texas, and the
Indian Territory (1873-1874) expand our knowledge of the
cowboy considerably. Several appeared in the Weekly early in
1874, the most impressive of which are "The Texas Cattle
Trade-Guarding the Herd" and "Calling the Night Guard."^3

Probably of more interest are the pencil and brush drawings
of these artists during their stay in Wichita, Kansas. Represented
are such scenes as a branding, a herd on the trail, cowboys in
town, the roundup, "cutting-out" cattle from the herd, a
cowboy camp at dawn, loading cattle cars, and the cowboys
leaving Wichita on completion of their mission. This collection
of nine illustrations appeared in Harper's Weekly on 2 May
1874 and was probably the most notable to be pubiished in a
national publication at that time, ln the next fifteen years both
men continued to delineate other western themes: Frenzeny's
last work was a collection of illustrations for Harrington
O'Reilly's book Fifty Years on the Trail: A True Story of
Western Life.'^'^

These early artists, who depicted the historical record of the
trans-Mississippi West, were, for the most part, not residents of
the environment they illustrated, and Arthur Waud, Paul
Frenzeny, and Jules Tavernier were not natives of the country
they so colorfully preserved in pictures. Englishman Henry
Worrall came to the United States at the age of ten and
established himself as a musician and caricaturist in Topeka,
Kansas. He made a notable contribution to the pictorial history
of the cowboy and the cattle industry througli his illustrations
of Joseph G. McCoy's Historic Sketches of the Cattle Trade of
the West and Southwest (1874). Worrall also illustrated W. E.
Webb's Buffalo Land and contributed a sizeable number of
pictures to Harper's Weekly and Frank Leslie's Illustrated
Newspaper.

The McCoy volume offers the best examination of Worrall's
work. This contains some 126 illustrations-including 57 por-

43. "The Texas Cattle Trade - Guarding the H^TÚ," Harper's Weekly 18 (28
Mar. 1874): 272; "Calling the Night Guard," ibid.

44. "Nine Sketches on Wichita and the Cattle Trade," ibid. (2 May
1874): 386-87; Robert Taft, Artists and Illustrators of the Old West: 1850-1900
(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1953), pp. 114-16.
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traits, 53 scenes, and 16 cartoons. The scenes depict almost
every aspect of the cattle industry, from ranch to packing
house. A first glance at this work reveals a rather naive and
somewhat childish approach to the subject matter. If primi-
tiveness had been the vogue at that time, Henry Worrall might
well be classed as the male Grandma Moses of the cattle
industry. His views of range and ranch activity show the
vastness and broad sweep of the countryside, but, at the same
time the landscape is alive and crawling with hundreds of life
forms, be they man or beast, hedge or tree; and the sky from

Henry Worrall's "Dance-House" was used by Joseph G. McCoy
to illustrate the dissolute cowboy.

horizon to zenith is clustered with the most diverse cloud
formations.

Worrairs cowboys were engaged in all activities of the range
such as branding, "cutting-out," herding and swimming trail
herds, and stampedes; camp life represented them gathered
around the cook wagon and living in tents and dugouts. Worrali
was not inhibited by the mid-Victorian prudery of his contem-
poraries and became accustomed early to the scenes he
depicted. In one of his branding scenes, a background sketch
shows a bull and a cow in the act of breeding.'*^

Probably more audacious was his "Dance House" rendering.
45. McCoy, Historic Sketches, p. 222.
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"Drunken Cow-Boy on the War-Path,"a Worrall caricature
of the wild and wicked cowboy.

This illustration showed a real hoe-down with four couples
dancing furiously to the lively tunes of three fiddlers and with
the bar very prominently displayed in the background. Further-
more, he revealed exactly the type of female with whom the
cowboy cavorted, for one of the femmes fatales of this house
showed not only a dainty ankle but much more of her
"limb.'"^^ The debauched and dissolute cowboy was the subject
of still another Worrall illustration, the "Drunken Cow-Boy On
the 'War-Path'," a delightful rendering of "painting the town
red" theme. Done in the best manner of a caricature, this
charming sketch showed a cowboy riding into a town with
six-shooters blazing.'̂ '̂  In many respects Worrall was by far the
most truthful and authentic artist so far considered. He
presented his subject matter in a rather subtle and yet
straight-forward style, although his work is not beyond criti-
cism. Most significantly, his illustrations reveal his own sense of
humor, as well as that of the westerners of his day.

William Allen Rogers, another of Harper's artists in the late
1870s, also portrayed the cowboy and western ranch life. He

46. Ibid., p. 140.
47. Ibid., p. 136.
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spent some time with A. A. Hayes as an artist-writer team in
Colorado and New Mexico in 1878. Probably the best of
Rogers's cowboy illustrations were those done between the
years of 1880-1883. "Betting on the Bull Fight" showed a
definite tlair for the dramatic. Hayes's accompanying comment
revealed that he had some doubt as to whether or not the
readers would fully appreciate the profession of the cattle
drovers and understand the significance of the word "cow-
boy."''^ Likewise, "Life in a Dug-Out" and "Lassoing and
Branding Calves," products of his 1879 trip, contributed greatly
to Rogers's prestige as a western artist."*^

Mounting interest in the West followed the first appearance
of the illustrations of Taylor and Waud in a national publica-
tion. In the eighties almost every article relative to the frontier
was profusely illustrated. Throughout this decade the names of
such prominent artists as Remington, Russell, Graham, Farny,
and Zogbaum appeared in the current periodicals. Among these
artists was one whose particular interest was to vitalize in
graphic form the military activities of the rapidly disappearing
frontier, and he probably put the final stamp on the creative
expression of the period in relation to the growing popular
image of the cowboy. Rufus Fairchild Zogbaum was a south-
erner by birth, but his early artistic talent had developed and
matured from years of study in New York City and Paris. He
later joined the westward movement. The fact that he not only
made sketches, but also wrote vivid accounts of his experience,
emphasizes all the more his importance among the early artists
of the West.

After several trips to the Northwest, innumerable Zogbaum
sketches appeared in Harper's Weekly in the years 1885-1889.
One especially, "Painting the Town Red," was a historical and
artistic revelation. 5" Here for the first time the frontier town
was depicted as a playground for the fun-loving, festive cowboy,
probably the most common aspect of the image. True, the

48. "Betting on the Bull Fight," Harper's Weekly 24 (27 Nov. 1880): 756. See
note p. 756. See note p. 759.

49. "Life in a Dug-Out" and "Lassoing and Branding Calves," ibid. 26 (18 Nov.
1882): 729; 27, (9 Oct. 1883): 636, respectively.

50. "Painting The Town Red," ibid. 30 (16 Oct. 1886): 668-69.

Copyright © 1977 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.



Cowboy—His Pristine Image 19

Ru fus Fairch il d Zogbaum (1849-
1905). His "Painting the Town Red"

stressed action that further
crystalized the image

of the cowboy.

frontier journalist had more than hinted about the dark and
uncivilized deeds of this "knight in leather armor," but until the
appearance of this illustration, the reading public had had only
a word-picture of the man and a theme that was to become
almost a universal obsession.

Zogbaum set the pace for future image molders, and
artistically, his illustration presented a new interpretation for
the western theme. Previous picture compositions had appeared
stillborn: cowboys, cattle, and horses posed rather neatly as
statues in front of a background, much as the actors in a stage
setting. The text accompanying the illustration recorded the
color, vigor, and impressions of the scene. In contrast, Zog-
baum's facile pencil and brush stressed the relative luxury of
living a full and spontaneous life.

Zogbaum's cowboy art was indeed a success. Throughout
the next two decades, the flood of illustrations and paintings
that appeared, both in pictorial magazines and in works of
western fiction, were all keyed to this now established pattern
of furious activity. Later, Russell and Remington would ably
expand this pattern in their pictures of cowboys, roundups, and
so on, which are the epitome of the popular conception. They
would also further crystalize the image of the cowboy.

Several names prominent in the field of western painting
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and illustrating emerged during the last decade of the nine-
teenth century. Among them, Jerome H. Smith. Dan Smith, and
H. W. Hansen were important as contributors to the pictorial
cowboy and his expanding historical image. Jerome Smith
worked briefly with Charles M. Russell. Their coiilustrations
first appeared in Frank Leslie's Weekly Newspaper on 18 May
1889. These treated the theme of "Ranch Life in the
North-West-Bronco Ponies and Their Use-How They are
Trained and Broken." Later in the same year, and in 1890, a
series of illustrations followed, signed only by Smith.s'

During the early 1890s, Dan Smith contributed a number of
illustrations pertinent to establishing the image. His "Christmas
in the Cow Boy's Cabin" is a lively affair. The titles of a
half-dozen or more of his illustrations, appearing between
1891-1897, will suffice to lure any pursuer of the cowboy:
"The Cattle Industry on the Western Plains," "Giving the Mess
Wagon a Lift," "The Race on the Plains,"-this one in
color-"Cowboys Struggling With a Horse Maddened by the
Plant Loco Weed," "Cattle Herding in New Mexico," "The
Cowboys Vision," and "On the Range"-a roping study."

H. W. Hansen, a German by birth, received recognition in
the late nineties. He was primarily a painter in watercolor and
oil. Particularly intriguing for the cowboy fan are "Stampede,"
"Breaking An Outlaw," and "The Critical Moment"; in addi-
tion, "The Roundup," "Out For a Lark," and "A Race for
Dinner" are appealing in composition and color. His work is
now mainly in the hands of private collectors and museums.^^

The artists and illustrators contemporary with the range
cowboy expressed vividly the man on horseback. Regardless of
their graphic delineation of the man, their works never appeared
to condemn or praise him but rather freeze in time, on paper
and canvas, his way of life. In their hands the image was reality;
there was no concern with virtues and vices, and certainly there

51. See Frank Leslie's Weekly Newspaper, 5 Oct. 1889, p. 148; 2 Nov. 1889,
p. 225; 16 Nov. 1889, p. 260; 8 F-eb. and 28 June 1890, p. 12 and p. 444,
respectively.

52. Leslie's Weekly, 5 Dec. 1891, n.p.; 4 July 1891, p. 153; 2 Jan. 1892, p. 383;
9 Jan. 1892, title page; 23 Jan. 1892, title page; 17 Mar. 1892, pp. 204-5; 14 Dec.
1893, p. 23; 22 Mar. 1894, p. 191.

53. See Taft, Artists and Illustrators of the Old West: ¡850-1900, pp. 235-38.
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was no desire or attempt to dismiss the cowboy from the scene.
It is unnecessary to dwell extensively on the works of

Russell and Remington, the "Titans of Westem Art," which are
the subject of innumerable and some definitive studies. Most
would argue that the artists did confine their interests to the
problems of image enhancement. Within these bounds, the
cowboy was a challenge to their artistic ability. Russell and
Remington responded with monumental contributions to pre-
serving his way of life.

There were other artists of the cowboy and the cattle
industry in the last quarter of the nineteenth century who, with
Russell and Remington, moved into the new era and kept the
image of the old-time cowboy alive. In spite of this shared
interest, certain background differences presaged thematic
transition. For one thing, the new artists achieved recognition
long after the turn of the century. For another, their work was
farther removed from the feverish and turbulent panorama of
the changing West. Such men as Charles Schreyvogel, Maynard
Dixon, Wüliam R. Leigh, H. W. Caylor, Gray Bartlett, and Ray
Strang were more indicative ofthe "tamed" West. In substance,
these men translated the beauty and grandeur of the West; they
were profoundly moved by the freedom, spaciousness, and
natural splendor, and attempted to capture these feelings in
their sketch books in order to revitalize them later on canvas in
their studios. Thus, their work showed a deep yearning and at
the same time a consuming desire and struggle to interpret the
mountain ranges, the old trails, water holes, dusty sagebrush,
sturdy ponies, and the vanished or vanishing frontier figure. The
West became their workshop; they drew upon all the details
that were component parts of a landscape, a person, or an
animal they wished to portray. Authenticity and truth were the
solid foundations of their work.

These men loved the open range, the solitude ofthe cowboy
as he rode the lonely trails, the grandeur of the vast deserts,
towering mountains, and remote valleys. While Schreyvogei, as a
boy. "dreamed of the West, dreamed of cowboys, Indians and
hard-riding soldiers," as an artist he portrayed the Indian and
the soldier on his canvases.^"* When W. R. Leigh actually saw

54. Ibid., p. 227.
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the West in 1897. it was not the true West, "but by 1906 the
true Old West had largely vanished. Leigh could have painted
only by invention or imitiation." His work reveals the change
"from a raw-boned frontier to a still salty, picturesque place of
later-day cowhands and reservation Indians."^^

In this group of transitionists, the works of Ray Strang has
brought the subject from the realm of the vanished past to the
reality of the present day. His work has also kept alive the Old
West by delineating those aspects of the present-day West. He
has not differentiated between "old" and "new" except to
consider that years have passed and progress has left its mark.
To Strang "the young men in Levis, big hats and fancy boots
that we see on the streets every day are just what they appear to
be-cowboys. The cowboy of today is just the same as the
cowboy of twenty-five, of fifty, of seventy-five years back. His
job hasn't changed a bit. He still makes his living on a horse."^^

There is little to gain in arguing the relative merits of
"old-time cowboys vs. present-day cowboys," or attempting to
explain or even understand the man in Levis, a big hat, and
fancy boots. Strang's importance as an interpreter of the
cowboy is significant in that he has created a pictorial record of
ranch life and activity, regardless of the name given to the
present-day participants. His is a pictorial narrative of the
impact of growing industrialism and progress on the cattle
industry of the twentieth century. Of these people whom he has
painted, he wrote: "It is my job to portray their lives and
character with understanding and enthusiasm. Then some day,
when this country is no longer new, it won't matter whether
canvases are dated 1870 or 1950. They will simply be records of
the Old West.""

A brief twenty years after the appearance of the American
cowboy, he and his admirers had moved aside for the coming of
the settler. Then the rancher replaced the ranger; free grass and
herds made way for the fanner, village, town, and also the city

55. Michael Kennedy, "W. R. Leigli, Sagebrush Rembrandt," Montana: The
Magazine of Western History 6 (Jan. 1956): 45.

56. Raymond Carlson, Gallery of Western Paintings (New York: McGraw-Hill,
1951), p. 85.

57. Ibid., p. 76.
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of the future. There was no longer a need for "cowboys with
revolvers—but cowboys with brains." ̂ ^ By 1890-1900 the
cowboy had been recognized not only as a real person, but also
as a mythical one. "Distance is doing for him what lapse of time
did for the heroes of antiquity," wrote one observer.̂ *^ Then he
was cloaked in an almost impenetrable armour of chivalry and
romanticism. His virtues-bravery, daring, endurance, skill,
independence, and loyalty—waxed in the eulogy of his admirers
who, in turn, expiated his weaknesses with pardonable rever-
ence, for the reality of the man was lost in the glamorous
devil-may-care, steely-eyed, aggressively male image in millions
of words. As a "fading race," the "festive cuss" like the buffalo,
the prairie wolf, and "the painted redskin," succumbed to
civilization. At that time he largely became a myth in the
imagination of his creators. The chips were stacked against him
and ready to be turned in. Fully confident that within a decade
the cowboy would "have attained the dignity of tradition," the
chroniclers dismissed him from the scene; however, not without
some misgivings. ̂ °

Nostalgia echoed throughout their farewells. Having created
the cult of the cowboy, they stripped him of his spurs and
civilized him, they bemoan the loss of the "irrepressible
cowboy"—the old-time cowboy—a dirge heard down to this
day. "It is doubtful whether any human being in any age or
generation has been so absurdly caricatured and misrepresented
as the cowboy."^'

58. Democratic Leader, 24 Nov. 1885.
59. John Bauman, "On a Western Ranche." Fortni^itty Review 41 (I Apr.

1887): 56.
60. "A leading Race," Topeka (Kans.) Capital-Commonwealth, 19 Apr. 1889;

"The Passing of the Cowboy," Colorado Sun, 12 Nov. 1892; Larned, "The Passing of
the Cow-Puncher," p. 267. See "Welcome, Stockmen!" Denver Post, 16 Jan. 1976.

61. [James Cox], Historical and Biographical Record of the Cattle Industry and
Cattlemen of Texas and Adjacent Territory (St. Louis: Woodward & Kiernan Printing
Co., 1895), p. 171.
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