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Excerpt from Chapter One, Cowboy Life
Frontier Medicine

The first winter I was in South Dakota a persistent cough made me wonder what was the matter, until a little self-inspection disclosed an unusually long uvula, which hung into the throat, causing a constant tickle. Having no acquaintance with doctors prior to that time, and supposing that they were all somewhere near even in knowledge and skill, I went in to see old Doc Dickey, who kept no office but could usually be found back of the prescription case in Jim McGarry’s drugstore. There I found him looking unsanitary as usual. Telling him my desires for surgery, he made me sit in a rickety old kitchen chair, with my head thrown backward, mouth open and uvula exposed to view. Scotty happened in at that time and made remarks about my choice of physicians that shocked me but did not appear to disturb Doc in the least. Scotty’s suggestion that I go to Pierre and see Dr. Ruble, who knew something about medicine, which Dickey did not, was not enough to divert a youngster who was still timid in the presence of professional men.24 So, Scotty went out. 

Doc reached over the prescription case and got an old pair of scissors and a whetstone. Spitting on the stone and sharpening his scissors, Doc proceeded to visit with me, spitting and sharpening, spitting and sharpening, while I made an effort to conceal my terror. Finally getting the scissors sharpened to suit him, he wiped them off on the leg of his pants, which lost nothing in appearance in consequence. Then he said, “Put your head back and open your mouth.” 

Dismayed and afraid, but without the courage to break away, I obeyed. Doc reached the scissors back into my throat and made the initial swipe at the offending uvula, with the result that it was cut halfway through, and said, “Huh, we didn’t get it that time.” He certainly drew first blood in no uncertain style. His command, “Well, open her up again,” put my head back over the chair, jaws wide apart. He inserted the scissors again and took another swipe with like result, more blood and discomfort for me. Doc said, “Open up.” I opened up, and Doc went half through the uvula again. That seemed almost too much, so Doc said, “We’ll fix it next time,” and he produced a pair of pincers with which he reached into the bloody recesses of the throat, took hold of the lower end of the uvula, pulled it forward over the tongue, reached in with his scissors and this time cut it off above all the other wounds. Doc said, “All right that is a dollar.” 

He was paid and the patient left for home, spitting a bloody trail along the way. When I arrived at home, my cousin Clara inquired the reason for the very apparent situation. With a kindness habitual to her, she immediately set about to make some hot 
tea.25 The first swallow of that steaming hot tea was almost as terrible in its torture as the wayward scissors of Doc Dickey. Prompt recovery bore testimony to healthy youth and discounted the need of ether and listerine. Such was surgery in the good old days as practiced by some. The operations may not have been successful, but the patients got well.

Another visit to Doc Dickey occurred one summer when we were holding a herd of bulls and cows on Plum Creek (Bad River Plum). Most of the time we were down the creek from the old Deadwood trail, and later we moved up the creek above the trail crossing.26 Plum Creek is the last creek one crosses going north from Midland just before turning east to go to Hayes. The present bridge is exactly at the Deadwood trail crossing. Although the country looks, and is, different now, the place on the face of the earth about which I am talking is right there, where it was my bad luck in getting a cow out of a plum patch, which was a job not always calculated to give peace to one’s soul, to run a plum thorn between the bones in my forearm. Cowboy surgery, which consisted of digging around with a pocketknife, did not prove successful in extracting the offending thorn. Days added to days passed, and the arm got sore and sorer, until finally it was swelled up, painful and useless from blood poisoning.

Billie Hess, who was boss at the time, told me to go to Fort Pierre and see a doctor. That was at the noonday meal, and it was fifty miles to town. I don’t remember who all were there, but Hugh Burgess, Harry Read and Posey were.27 My going to town provoked discussion of the best means of transportation because there were all kinds of horses. It was finally decided that I should ride old Tamarack, a blaze-faced bay horse that was not in my string. Tamarack was an especially tough and long-winded horse, but when he had a few days’ rest it was a feat of combined contortionism, hypnotism, agility and legerdemain to get on the old devil. He was the hardest horse to mount that I ever saw, but once you were on him it was a marvel to watch him unwind the miles. After dinner I caught Tamarack and put my saddle on him, the first time he had been saddled in several weeks. All hands turned to and held him while I got on him with that quite helpless arm. It never entered the mind of anyone to question that Tamarack was the right horse to carry a man with a blood-poisoned arm to town, and he was. Consideration in those times meant doing the practical thing.

About sunset that evening Tamarack and I galloped into Fort Pierre, and it is no exaggeration to say that by that time anyone could have mounted Tamarack forward or backward. As soon as I got him in Dave Crippen’s livery barn (it was always first in order to take care of the horse), I went directly to Jim McGarry’s drugstore, and Doc Dickey was there, standing back of the showcase. As soon as he was told of the situation, he said, “Roll up your sleeve and let me see it.” As soon as this was done he grabbed an 
antiquated lance, and, without even the formality of cleaning it on his pants, he plunged it into my forearm as I stood with my elbow on the showcase and arm upraised. He stood behind and I in front of the showcase. 

Having difficulty locating the thorn, in spite of a lance that carelessly roved through the muscular construction of my arm, Doc noticed that I finally began to wilt. He said, “Sit down on that chair,” and I had just about enough strength to obey. Doc got a big swig of brandy, which he poured into me with reviving effect. Then he told me to resume my position on the operating showcase, retrieved his lance, and after further devastating exploration, he got the thorn. I paid him the demanded dollar, without even the formality of wrapping my arm, and I left cured, but wondering if surgery could not be made over into a more gentle art. 

