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To Lease the Moon

Burton C. (“Cap”) Mossman and the Diamond A Cattle Ranch 

in South Dakota

D . L .  T U R N E R

Burton Charles (“Cap”) Mossman built an impressive record in the 
livestock industry on the Great Plains as well as in the Southwest. As 
a foreman, manager, and owner with experience in several large cattle 
companies, he pursued his business goals so aggressively that a hired 
hand once joked that had grass and water existed on the moon, “Cap 
Mossman would have had it leased for summer pasture years ago.”1 Part 
of Mossman’s livestock empire included the Diamond A in South Da-
kota, an enterprise he established in 1907 on leased lands on the Chey-
enne River Indian Reservation. At one point, Mossman’s Diamond 
A holdings encompassed much of the land between the Moreau and 
Cheyenne rivers in present-day Dewey and Ziebach counties, making 
it the largest cattle ranch in the state’s history.2 Progressive in some as-
pects of his career, this colorful personality also exemplified the last of 
the large-scale open-range cattlemen who took great gambles and em-
ployed ruthless business techniques. For better or for worse, Mossman 
and the Diamond A influenced the economy, environment, and social 
interactions of western South Dakota for nearly forty years.
 Mossman’s interest in the cattle industry can be traced to his youth 
and upbringing in the Southwest. Born near Aurora, Illinois, on 30 
April 1867, he moved as a child with his family to several different lo-
cations in Minnesota, including the town of Marshall, where he came 
into close contact with the Dakota Sioux. In 1882, the family moved to 
New Mexico Territory. By the time he reached his early twenties, Moss-

 1. Herbert N. Handley, Old Hands and Old Brands (N.p.: Frances Fitch, 1981), p. 19.
 2. Federal Writers’ Project, comp., A South Dakota Guide, ed. M. Lisle Reese (Pierre: 
South Dakota State Historical Society Press, 2005), pp. 236–37; Bert L. Hall, comp., 
Roundup Years: Old Muddy to Black Hills, Centennial ed. (Winner, S.Dak.: Western South 
Dakota Buck-a-roos, 2000), p. 508.
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Dressed in their best clothes, cowboys C. C. Stanley (left) and Tom Scoggins posed in 
this whimsical studio setting on one of their days off. The pair worked for the Diamond 
A Cattle Company, overseen by Burton C. (“Cap”) Mossman from 1907 to 1944.
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man had worked his way into the cattle business and developed a repu-
tation as an effective ranch manager among western elites. Moving to 
Arizona Territory at twenty-six years of age, he next worked for several 
cattle outfits, including Thatcher Brothers & Bloom and the massive 
Aztec Land & Cattle Company, also known as the Hashknife, where 
he gained recognition for his handling of cattle rustlers and employee 
pilfering.3

 The tandem activities of poker playing and drinking were favorite 
male leisure pastimes in the cattle culture of the frontier, and Moss-
man learned to capitalize on these recreational opportunities in order 
to develop well-placed political and business friendships. Mossman’s 
contacts soon enabled him to advance within the local power struc-
tures. He earned a gubernatorial appointment as a delegate to the Na-
tional Live Stock Association convention and served at various times as 
an executive committee member for this “association of associations.” 
Founded in Denver, Colorado, in 1898, the organization united region-
al and state groups to combat livestock theft and railroad and packing-
house monopolies, among other problems. It quickly grew into a pow-
erful national association that at one point, leaders claimed, included 
as many as 90 percent of the livestock growers west of the Mississippi 
River. Later, the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association would emerge 
from this organization.4

 In such company, Mossman learned how to draft legislation for 
the benefit of the cattle industry, and he helped to author a measure 
that led to the implementation of the Arizona Rangers. Modeled on 
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the Texas Rangers, this organization was designed primarily to hunt 
down cattle rustlers in the territory’s far-flung reaches. Following the 
Arizona Rangers’ establishment in 1901, Mossman received a commis-
sion to serve as the group’s first captain. The Arizona Rangers quickly 
succeeded in forming a close working relationship with the Mexican 
Gendarmería Fiscal, or rurales, under Colonel Emilio Kosterlitzky. 
Together, the rurales and the rangers broke up several noted bands of 
cattle thieves operating along the United States–Mexico border. Dur-
ing Mossman’s administration, the rangers also experienced their first 
on-duty officer deaths with the murders of Carlos Tafolla and William 
Maxwell in a gun battle just outside of Springerville, Arizona.5

 Mossman’s service as captain was also marked by a scandal that erupt-
ed from an argument over a poker game. During this incident, Moss- 
man and another ranger became embroiled in a fistfight that spilled 
into the streets of Bisbee, Arizona. As a result, more than two hundred 
angry citizens circulated a petition calling for Mossman’s resignation, 
an action that others countered with a petition circulated in his sup-
port. Mossman vacated his position a short time later, leading some to 
speculate that he had resigned out of resentment over the first peti-
tion, while others believed he had capitulated in the face of charges of 
incompetence. In truth, Mossman may have realized that his days as 
ranger captain were already numbered. Whenever a change in presi-
dential administration occurred, all territorial officials were required to 
submit their resignations, and Theodore Roosevelt had just succeeded 
the assassinated William McKinley in the White House. Even though 
Mossman served with the Arizona Rangers for just one year, his status 
as a ranger captain molded his persona. As a result, friends and acquain-
tances continued to refer to him as “Cap” for the remainder of his days.6
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 Having submitted his resignation to Governor Alexander Brodie, 
Mossman determined to make one last arrest before his commission for-
mally expired. According to Arizona historian Mulford Winsor, Moss-
man had been handed a warrant for the arrest of the noted Mexican 
murderer and cattle thief Augustine Chacon at the time of his appoint-
ment. The fact that the rangers were not “getting their man” in failing 
to capture Arizona’s most-wanted criminal had become something of 
a standing joke among law-enforcement insiders.7 Commissioning two 
former lawmen-turned-outlaws who knew Chacon personally, Moss-
man entered Mexico without permission or extradition papers. Led 
to the bandit’s hideout, he placed a rope around the outlaw’s neck and 
transported the captive back to the United States for hanging. Moss-

Mossman is pictured 
here in 1900, shortly be-
fore his appointment as 
captain of the Arizona 
Rangers. A colorful and 
sometimes contradic-
tory personality, he 
did not hesitate to take 
risks, whether as a law-
man or as a cattleman. 
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man then left the territory to avoid any possible legal entanglements 
and traveled to New York, where he vacationed with Colonel William 
C. Greene, a cattle and copper baron and future business associate.8

 His days as a lawman at an end, Mossman returned to the cattle in-
dustry, this time in New Mexico, where he became acquainted with 
James M. Coburn. The Hansford Land & Cattle Company official not 
only hired Mossman to oversee the New Mexico portion of the op-
eration but also introduced him to his daughter, Grace Coburn. On 12 
December 1905, the two married in Kansas City, Missouri, where a son, 
Burton Charles (“Billy”) Mossman, Jr., and daughter, Mary, were born.9

 It was with James Coburn and the Hansford Land & Cattle Com-
pany that Mossman began his ranching career in South Dakota. The 
Hansford, owned by a Scottish investment group, ran livestock under 
the Turkey Track brand in Texas and New Mexico. The company had 
incorporated in the latter half of the nineteenth century, a time when 
western cattle ranching enjoyed great popularity as an investment op-
portunity in Scotland. Coburn, a Scottish-born banker from Kansas 
City, oversaw the group’s business in the United States. Under his su-
pervision, the Hansford prospered until the turn of the century, when 
an economic downturn, drought, and loss of pasturelands halted its 
growth in the Southwest. In search of new tracts on which to fatten 
the company’s starving cattle, Coburn looked to South Dakota, where 
the newly opened lands of the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation af-
forded nonreservation livestock the opportunity to take full advantage 
of the lush grass growing there.10
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 The practice of gaining Indian land cessions for the benefit of non-
Indian interests was not a new development. With passage of the Gen-
eral Allotment, or Dawes, Act in 1887, the United States government 
divided reservation lands into 160-acre parcels to be distributed among 
Indian heads of households in the hope that private land ownership 
would supplant traditional communal living practices and bring about 
cultural assimilation. The leftover, or surplus, lands were then offered 
to outside parties for ranching operations or homesteading. In South 
Dakota, pressure from the cattle industry played a large role in passage 
of the Sioux Agreement of 1889, which broke the Great Sioux Reserva-
tion into five smaller reservations, freeing up nine million acres and 
effectively doubling the lands available to non-Indians. Subsequent 
modifications opened additional reservation lands to outside parties 
through leasing. The livestock industry, in particular, benefited from 
these arrangements.11

 Although southwestern cattlemen had begun to move their herds 
north as early as 1883, a lack of adequate rail lines hindered the growth 
of the cattle industry in South Dakota. Within a decade, however, the 
opening of reservation lands, increasing beef prices, and the comple-
tion of the Northern Pacific Railway stimulated new growth in the 
region. The Matador Land & Cattle Company expanded from Texas 
into South Dakota near Belle Fourche around 1892, and the enterprise 
quickly experienced success. Matador steers sent to Chicago markets 
from South Dakota netted thirty-five dollars a head, an all-time high 
for the company. Spurred by such profits, cattle interests joined with 
others to urge the adoption of federal policies to open even the re-
duced reservation lands to outside grazing. Livestock growers would 
realize greater profits through expanded access to these low-rent pas-
turelands and through the reduced freighting costs that came with 
new rail lines. Railroads would benefit as livestock companies shipped 
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growing numbers of cattle both into the area as well as out to distant 
markets. Lastly, federal officials viewed the leasing of reservation lands 
as a means to make American Indians more self-sufficient and to funnel 
more monies into the tribes’ general funds.12

 As a representative of Hansford’s Turkey Track ranch, James Coburn 
first viewed the Cheyenne River reservation land shortly after 1900 as 
part of a promotional tour organized by the Chicago, Milwaukee, & St. 
Paul Railroad following its completion of a shipping point at Evarts. 
Coburn approved of the unspoiled grassland found on the reservation 
and sent Mossman to investigate the area further. Mossman, likewise, 
saw the reservation’s potential and determined to secure a portion of 
it for the Turkey Track. According to Mossman’s account, once he re-
alized that the nearly one million acres of land being offered for lease 
were greater than his company could utilize, he invited Murdo Mack-
enzie, manager of the Matador ranch, to join the Hansford in obtaining 
adjoining land leases. With large tracts of public grazing land becom-
ing increasingly scarce in Texas and having already experienced suc-
cess in South Dakota, Mackenzie investigated the possibilities of such 
a venture.13

 One advantage for both cattle interests was the opportunity to 
border friendly or, at least, cooperative neighbors. Adjacent ranchers 
frequently clashed over a variety of issues, including responsibility for 
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property damage, broken fences, land and water claims, and missing 
cattle.14 Misunderstandings over elements such as these sometimes led 
to long-running feuds. Part of the problem can be attributed to the 
fact that law enforcement failed to halt illegal practices such as cattle 
theft. Bruce Siberts, an early South Dakota rancher, noted in his mem-
oirs that the “little fellow never thought of killing one of his own steers 
for beef but always picked on a brand belonging to some big outfit or a 
neighbor who lived quite a way off. In that part of South Dakota a lot 
of cattle were butchered in lonely little draws.”15

 As a potential neighbor for Mossman and the Turkey Track, Mack-
enzie and the Matador offered the possibility of friendly relations and 
cooperation between the two cattle spreads. The Matador had origi-
nally formed in Texas in 1879 under the XIT brand and later came under 
the ownership of a Scottish syndicate. The company hired Mackenzie, 
who had managed an agricultural estate in Scotland before moving to 
Colorado, where he oversaw the operations of the Prairie Cattle Com-
pany.16 A quick study and an able overseer, Mackenzie grew to become 
a leader in the American livestock industry, even winning recognition 
from President Theodore Roosevelt as “the most influential of western 
cattlemen.”17

 Mossman and Mackenzie met in April 1904 to work out the logistics 
of the lease arrangement. According to one version of the story, the 
managers split up to explore the territory, each with his own guide. 
Mackenzie chose to travel the north half of the offered piece, while 
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Mossman took the south. Each piece of land afforded its own advan-
tages. While the northern segment was closer to shipping points, it 
contained more individual Indian allotments and unprotected open 
range. The one on the south, however, offered access to the Cheyenne 
River. Mossman desired the southern lease because the extensive riv-
er bottomland would provide several critical advantages, including 
draws, cutbanks, and breaks. In areas such as these, cattle could find 
forage and protection from the blizzards of the harsh South Dakota 
winters. Cowboys living in line camps could also provide feed and 
break drinking holes in the river’s ice with greater ease. Winning this 
portion of the lease would require both skill and luck.18

Diamond A manager Hans Mortenson works a herd across exposed rangeland that 
would offer little shelter to livestock in the winter. With this factor in mind, Mossman 
set out to secure river bottomlands as part of his leases. 
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 Once the two cattlemen reunited, Mossman allegedly feigned disap-
pointment in what he had seen and wistfully remarked that he wished 
he had traveled through the northern portion. Whether Mackenzie 
fully realized the value of the southern half is not known; in any event, 
the Matador manager laid claim to the northern  leases— much to Moss-
man’s reported delight.19 Ultimately, the two Scottish syndicates bid 
for and won five-year leases for an annual rent of 3.5 cents per acre. The 
Matador received grazing rights to approximately 530,000 acres, while 
the Hansford Land & Cattle Company leased over 450,000. The deal 
proved a veritable windfall for both enterprises, as elsewhere on the 
Great Plains cattlemen paid annual rents of between eight and twenty- 
five cents per acre or one dollar per head to run cattle on Indian lands.20

 Following official acceptance of the bids in May of 1904, Mossman 
and Mackenzie lost little time in delineating their territories and work-
ing out the logistics of operating on the reservation. Mossman stocked 
the Hansford’s Turkey Track range with yearlings shipped in from the 
southwestern United States to Evarts, located southeast of present-
day Mobridge. From there, the animals were either ferried across the 
Missouri River on paddle-wheel barges or walked across on pontoon 
bridges to their reservation pastures.21

 While the Hansford enterprises overseen by Mossman began to 
thrive, the Matador suffered such great winter losses that the opera-
tion withdrew once its lease expired. With Coburn’s approval, Moss-
man had applied for the Cheyenne River lease under his own name 
in order to avoid international legal difficulties and, possibly, regional 
resentment with regard to foreign control of so much western land. A 
railroad siding named for Mossman also fed the illusion that the young 
man was sole owner of the ranch. In 1907, with backing from William 
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A steamboat passes through the pontoon bridge across the Missouri River at Evarts. 
The terminus for the Chicago, Milwaukee & St. Paul Railroad served as the shipping 
point for several large cattle operations in western South Dakota until it was eclipsed 
by LeBeau in 1908. 

Greene, Mossman further acquired the White River Cattle Company’s 
seven-hundred-thousand-acre lease on the reservation. Mossman also 
approached his former employers, Colorado bankers Mahlon and 
John Thatcher, and their brother-in-law, Frank Bloom, for financing 
and subsequently bought out the operations of the Hansford’s Turkey 
Track in South Dakota. Later that year, following a reorganization of 
operations, the Diamond A Cattle Company emerged.22
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 Mossman’s Diamond A has often been described as a twentieth-
century cattle ranch that was run like a nineteenth-century one be-
cause its operations remained heavily dependent on horses, wagons, 
and the strong hand of its owner. Former cowboys recalled their time 
with the Diamond A fondly despite grueling jobs that frequently re-
quired sixteen-hour workdays, primitive living conditions at isolated 
line camps, and harsh codes of conduct. Characterized as extremely 
strict by those who knew him, Mossman banned both gambling and 
alcohol in camp.23

 Various  infractions— including such social indiscretions as breaking 
wind during  mealtime— brought about a punishment known as “chap-
ping.” In essence, the practice amounted to a thrashing administered 
with a set of cowboy’s chaps, as opposed to a belt, whip, or rope. De-
spite or perhaps because of his strict rules, Mossman commanded the 

 23. Interview with Mortenson, 16 Oct. 2007; Todd David Epp, “South Dakota Ranch-
ing at the Diamond A Ranch,” South Dakota Magazine 9 (Nov./Dec. 1993): 18–19. 

Many factors combined to make large-scale cattle operations possible in South Dakota. 
The biggest such outfit, the Diamond A, employed these men during the 1913 shipping 
season.
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loyalty and respect of his cowboys. As one acquaintance noted, the 
ranch hands and cowboys could complain about Mossman, but the 
employees tolerated nothing of the sort from others. During its “gold-
en era,” from about 1907 through World War I, the Diamond A ran up 
to fifty thousand head of cattle and employed between fifty and eighty 
cowboys during round-up season.24

More humiliating than painful, the practice of “chapping” as a punishment for various 
infractions on the range is thought to have originated with Mossman.
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 The movement of non-Indian cattle and cowboys onto reservation 
lands had created ill feelings among the area’s Sioux residents as they 
found themselves increasingly squeezed out of opportunities afforded 
by the livestock industry. The reports of Indian agents prior to the ar-
rival of large cattle operators like Mossman and Mackenzie indicated 
that stock raising was the primary industry capable of providing a prof-
itable return for reservation residents. Nevertheless, outside encroach-
ment increased both legally and illegally as non-Indian interests con-
tinued to profit at the expense of the Sioux.25 
 The family of Margaret Mortenson, the wife of a long-time Diamond 
A manager, was among those American Indians who had attempted to 
establish themselves in the livestock industry at the time large-scale 
cattle interests arrived from off the reservation. Her son acknowledged 
that animosity existed between Indians and non-Indians and noted 
that his maternal grandmother refused to speak English due to her 
resentment of white people. “It was a travesty,” Clarence Mortenson 
stated, “but the railroad companies had such influence at that time 
that they persuaded the government that the land should be leased to 
the big cattle companies because of the traffic they would generate.”26 
Meanwhile, the head of each household on the Cheyenne River reser-
vation was allowed to graze one hundred head of cattle, but they were 
prohibited from borrowing money to buy stock to put in place.27

 While the non-native newcomers prospered, the reservation’s Indi-
ans realized a decrease in their own herd sizes as well as extensive dam-
age to their crops and hay fields. On the Cheyenne River reservation, 
cattle grazing illegally outside of leased lands caused so much damage 
to Indian crops and fences that one Indian Office inspector called on 
his superiors to halt leasing there altogether. In response, non-Indians 
charged that the Sioux not only kept the Southwestern cattle away 
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Dakota, and Smith, South Dakota, 3:90; Santa Fe New Mexican, 18 Dec. 1955.

from watering holes but also fenced off tracts that were larger than 
those allowed under allotment. Mossman had little sympathy or pa-
tience for Indian malcontents, in one instance assaulting a drunken 
man who made threats against him.28

 Though small in physical stature, Mossman proved to be a formi-
dable and tenacious businessman who enjoyed putting on displays of 
wealth. On at least one occasion, he used a one-hundred-dollar bill to 
light a cigar in a crowded barroom, much to the shock of his fellow 
patrons. As Mossman’s personal fortunes increased, he became noted 
for his store of fine liquor, purchased exclusively for him through a lo-
cal hotel near his New Mexico headquarters. The cattleman typically 
carried several bottles in a satchel with him when he traveled to South 
Dakota. Mossman also gained a reputation for risk-taking at the gam-

Margaret Mortenson kept the account books for the Diamond A while her husband Hans 
Mortenson was the ranch manager. She is pictured here with their children, Clarence 
and Audrey, in the backyard of their home in Eagle Butte.
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 29. Interview with Mortenson, 16 Oct. 2007; Hunt, Cap Mossman, p. 70; interview 
of Mossman, Roswell, N.Mex., by Lou Blachly, 29, 30 June 1953 (transcript), Pioneers 
Foundation (New Mexico) Oral History Collection, Center for Southwest Research, 
University Libraries, University of New Mexico, Albuquerque.
 30. Interview of Riseley. See also Lewis Atherton, The Cattle Kings (Bloomington: In-
diana University Press, 1961), p. 64; Blasingame, Dakota Cowboy, p. 110.
 31. Atherton, Cattle Kings, p. 50.

bling tables. His poker games, organized in private railroad cars or at 
exclusive hotels, frequently lasted for days at a time and included many 
leading citizens as participants.29 
 Mossman was also an immaculate dresser who always displayed 
courtly manners when dealing with women he knew. In fact, he struck 
many as more country-club gentleman than frontier cattleman. His 
daughter Mary Mossman Risely later commented, “I don’t think Daddy 
ever owned but one pair of [cowboy] boots.” Mossman also had an abil-
ity to spin tall tales, prompting Risely to note that she “believed every-
thing” her father said until she was nineteen years old. “Then it finally 
dawned on me that he was a real good story teller,” she recalled. Risely 
went on to describe her father as a fun-loving man who “always had 
interesting people around him.”30 While friends also described the for-
mer lawman as generous and compassionate to a fault, others claimed 
he could be cold-blooded toward those he considered enemies.31

 Several anecdotes illustrate these contrasting attributes. On one oc-
casion, Mossman utilized his influence and resources in order to bring 
a nurse from Kansas City to Eagle Butte, South Dakota, in a futile at-
tempt to save a critically ill friend during the winter of 1918. The wom-
an’s six-hundred-mile “rush trip” included a dangerous ride across the 
icy Missouri River in a rowboat. Hans Mortenson, a ranch manager for 
the Diamond A, also benefited from his close friendship with the cat-
tle baron. Mortenson hired on at the Diamond A as a sixteen-year-old 
ranch hand in 1907. Working his way up to the position of wagon boss, 
he was promoted to the position of general manager by the late 1920s. 
Mortenson oversaw day-to-day ranch operations, including roundups 
and shipping, while his wife Margaret kept the company’s financial re-
cords. When Mortenson fell ill with cancer, Mossman not only cared for 
him until his death in 1940 but also continued to assist the Mortenson 



1 8   |   S O U T H  D A K O T A  H I S T O R Y   |   V O L .  4 2 ,  N O .  1

Hans Mortenson spent 
virtually his entire working 
life with the Diamond A. He 
signed on as a hired hand 
at the company’s start in 
1907 and remained associ-
ated with the operation for 
nearly as long as Mossman 
ran it. 

 32. Freda Marburger Kappner, “Angel in a Model T,” Wi-Iyohi 23 (Feb. 1970): 1–3; 
Hunt, Cap Mossman, p. 269; interview with Mortenson, 13 Sept. 2010.
 33. Interview with Mortenson, 16 Oct. 2007; Atherton, Cattle Kings, p. 50; Arizona 
Daily Sun, 26 Jan. 1960; Kenny Egerton, “Ranger Cut a Throat to Avenge Friend’s Mur-
der,” Arizona Republic Sunday magazine, 8 Oct. 1978, p. 34; interview of Mossman, 29, 30 
June 1953.

family for some time afterwards.32 On the other hand, Mossman could 
exhibit a frontier attitude of “blood for blood.” The cattleman once 
bragged in a newspaper interview that he had slipped into Mexico ille-
gally to avenge the murder of the daughter of a friend. Serving as judge, 
jury, and executioner, he allegedly slit the murder suspect’s throat.33
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 Despite his success in business, Mossman was not immune to hard 
times. Personal tragedy struck in 1909, when his wife Grace died just 
days after giving birth to their daughter Mary. Left with the infant 
and a young son, Mossman hired a live-in nanny and housekeeper to 
look after his children.34 As a single father as well as a manager and 
part owner of a large cattle empire, Mossman split his time between 
New Mexico, South Dakota, and Kansas City until 1916. Moving his 
young family to Roswell, New Mexico, he established a summer home 
in Eagle Butte. Mossman’s daughter fondly remembered the area’s roll-
ing fields of wheat and blue flax flowers. “I loved it,” she remarked. “As 
children we went up there every summer. We all had ponies.”35

 Clarence Mortenson, as the ranch manager’s son, had his own child-
hood memories of the Diamond A. “When I was six, Cap would come 
up every summer, sometimes twice. He would come in on the Burling-
ton in Deadwood and Dad would pick him up and bring him to Eagle 
Butte,” Mortenson recalled. “He would stay for two weeks and look 
over the affairs of the company and visit the camps, make plans for the 
shipping season, and lay out the work for those things that needed to 
be done.” Mossman built two houses in Eagle Butte, one as a residence 
and one as his business headquarters. He also cooked his own break-
fast and hired the young Mortenson to fill the woodbox for his stove 
every evening while he sat in his rocking chair on the porch. In addi-
tion to paying him ten cents a day, which Mortenson called “a fortune,” 
Mossman would invite him after chores were done to sit and spend 
each evening listening to stories of the Hashknife and his exploits as 
captain of the Arizona Rangers. “As a young boy, his tales were fascinat-
ing,” Mortenson noted. “I was all ears.” According to Mortenson, Moss-
man’s talents as a storyteller helped to account for his popularity with 
wealthy investors like William Greene and his associates. He acknowl-
edged Mossman’s reputation as a colorful and sometimes explosive fig-
ure, especially during his early years with the Hashknife: “That was a 

 34. South Dakota’s Ziebach County, p. 59; Lela Waltrip and Rufus Waltrip, “Top Man of 
the Fearless Thirteen,” True West 18 (Nov./Dec. 1970): 74; interview of Riseley. Mossman 
remarried at the age of fifty-eight in 1925, taking Ruth Shrader as his second wife. She 
died in 1969. Mosman, John Mossman, p. 199. 
 35. Interview of Riseley.
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pany, Limited (Tucson, Ariz.: Westernlore Press, 1994), pp. 281, 286–97.
 37. Interview with Mortenson, 16 Oct. 2007.
 38. Ibid.; Catherine McNicol Stock, Main Street in Crisis: The Great Depression and the 

different time and different people. . . . Maybe he was a little brasher. 
He was hot tempered but it worked for him. He was young then and 
had a lot of things to do.”36

 In fact, Mossman appears to have run his ranch hands as he did his 
rangers in handling certain matters, particularly when it came to cattle 
rustling. Though large-scale, organized rustling was on the decline by 
the time Mossman established the Diamond A, possibly due to larger 
numbers of cowboys keeping vigilance on the range, cattle pilfering 
continued to be an ongoing source of irritation for the operation. At 
some point, however, Mossman must have recognized that he could 
no longer handle the matter in the nail-hard, tough-as-a-boot way he 
had in Arizona. He now found himself dealing with local reservation 
Indians, neighboring ranchers, and townspeople who stole cattle out 
of personal necessity rather than as a career. Clarence Mortenson re-
called that some area residents “bragged about how during the hard 
times their kids were fed with Diamond A beef. They did not make 
any bones about that.” During the drought and depression of the 1930s, 
Mortenson said, people were “trying to keep kids alive and feed them, 
so to them it wasn’t a sin. You were stealing from a big company and 
they weren’t going to miss a steer or two that you butchered. . . . It was 
a major problem.”37

 Mossman, in his way, sought to elevate one aspect of Eagle Butte 
culture by encouraging membership in the Freemasons. Popular on 
the Northern Great Plains, this fraternal organization served as a so-
cial outlet for prominent male community leaders, claiming only the 
“best men” among its members. The same was true in the Southwest, as 
well, where Mossman participated actively. Taking the Master Mason 
degree in San Marcial, New Mexico, Mossman later became a Fellow-
craft in Chloride, New Mexico. He also participated as a member of 
the Western Star Lodge Number 14 and belonged to the ranks of the 
Shriners, an auxiliary of the Freemasons.38
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Old Middle Class on the Northern Plains (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1992), p. 171.
 39. Interview with Mortenson, 16 Oct. 2007.

 Mossman’s Diamond A manager, Hans Mortenson, was also a Ma-
son. In fact, records for the Eagle Butte lodge reveal that a dispropor-
tionately high number of Diamond A employees joined the Freema-
sons during Mossman’s day. At the time, all Masons wore suits and ties 
to meetings, which, along with dues, represented a substantial invest-
ment for cowboys who made between just twenty-five and thirty dol-
lars a month. Clarence Mortenson concludes that Mossman must have 
strongly encouraged all of his employees to join the organization for its 
refining influence, which, in turn, exerted an influence on the entire 
area. “He felt that made his employees better citizens, more honest,” 
Mortenson stated. “The contacts that you were able to make, like lob-
bying the legislature. . . . opened doors that just a plain old cowboy 
would never have had opened for him.”39

Mossman believed that 
membership in the 
Freemasons benefited 
both his cowboys and 
his company. Lee Brown 
(left) and Hans Morten-
son are pictured here in 
1924 as members of the 
Aberdeen Consistory.
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 Through Mossman’s own contacts and influence, Diamond A em-
ployees such as Hans Mortenson and Ernest Eidson went on to serve 
in leadership positions in cattle protective associations and work in 
other ways to promote the cattle industry. Disappointed with what he 
perceived as an ineffective local cattle association, Mossman coached 
his managers on the finer points of creating and leading such organiza-
tions as well as on how to lobby effectively for laws that would ben-
efit the industry. Mortenson, under Mossman’s direction, eventually 
unified local ranchers within an organization known then as the Tri-
County Cattlemen’s Association.40

 The decade of the 1920s signaled the beginning of a slow financial 
decline for the northern plains region that hit bottom with the Great 
Depression of the 1930s. Drought and low prices made it increasingly 
difficult for the Diamond A to turn a profit, and Mossman reorganized 
operations in 1925 to avoid financial collapse. Contributing greatly to 
the company’s downward spiral was a shift in federal policy away from 
allotment and leasing, which had alienated many American Indians 
from their lands. With passage of the Wheeler-Howard, or Indian Re-
organization, Act of 1934, allotment ended and surplus lands could be 
returned to tribal control at the discretion of the secretary of the in-
terior. Despite Mossman’s attempts to continue to renew his expiring 
reservation leases at the lowest rates possible, the Diamond A shrank 
during the depression. The successes he did have in renewing leases at 
lower prices came with the cooperation of the commissioner of Indian 
affairs, leaving Indian lessors to absorb the loss.41

 As the influence of the Diamond A diminished, the aging cattle-
man experienced other personal difficulties. Following the death of 
his friend and ranch manager Hans Mortenson in the spring of 1940, 
Mossman suffered the loss of his son, Major Burton Mossman, Jr., in 
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World War II. Debilitating arthritis also ended his normally active life. 
Mossman and his associates sold the remaining Diamond A holdings 
in 1944, but the ranch continued to operate under new ownership into 
the 1950s. Leon Williams, the absentee owner, did not visit South Da-
kota for the first two years of ownership and failed to renew his leases 
when they expired. Following Williams’s death in 1958, the remaining 
effects of the ranch were willed to Dartmouth College, which then sold 
most of these holdings to local parties. With construction of the Oahe 
Dam on the Missouri River, the Missouri and Cheyenne river bottom-
lands flooded, and the old Diamond A all but disappeared.42

 Even as his health and fortunes experienced a gradual decline, Moss-
man continued to work his connections to the benefit of the cattle in-
dustry as well as his friends. The cattle baron and former ranger used 
his near-celebrity status in an attempt to influence the replacement 
of New Mexico senator Albert B. Fall following Fall’s appointment as 
secretary of the interior in 1921. Mossman later served as a character 
witness for Fall during the infamous Teapot Dome debacle involving 
illegal oil leases on public land. Early in the administration of Franklin 
D. Roosevelt, Mossman worked in conjunction with Secretary of the 
Interior Harold L. Ickes to ease the cattle industry’s transition toward 
the more conservation-minded use of public lands mandated under 
the Taylor Grazing Act. His second cousin, Alfred (“Alf ”) Mossman 
Landon, may have encouraged Mossman’s interest in politics. A one-
time governor of Kansas, Landon ran as the Republican presidential 
nominee against Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1936.43

 Despite his business success and political involvement, Mossman’s 
most widely noted accomplishment proved to be his service with the 
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Arizona Rangers. Numerous radio and television programs, articles, 
and books glorified this single year in Mossman’s life, giving him credit 
for destroying the large cattle-rustling organizations operating in Ari-
zona at the beginning of the twentieth century. At one point, he was 
even reputed to have served as the inspiration for the baby-swapping 
prank depicted in Owen Wister’s historic western novel, The Virgin-
ian.44 Mossman, however, largely disdained the depictions of west-
ern lawmen that appeared in the popular media, telling author Dane 
Coolidge that “a lot of trash has been written about the rangers.”45 

Throughout his career, Mossman supported cattle-industry lobbying associations. He 
appears at far left, first row, in this photograph of the Grazing Service National Advi-
sory Board Council taken on the steps of the Interior Department building in Washing-
ton, D.C., in 1936.
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 When his own biography, Frazier Hunt’s Cap Mossman: Last of the 
Great Cowmen, appeared in bookstores in 1951, a friend related that 
Mossman considered the book too romance-filled. Given his own pen-
chant for storytelling, however, Mossman himself may be partly respon-
sible. Robert Carlock, in his history of the Hashknife, reported that dur-
ing the time the biography was being written, Mossman was rumored 
to be drinking heavily. Purportedly, Hunt would place a quart of bour-
bon on the fireplace mantle at Mossman’s Roswell, New Mexico, house 
each day when he came to conduct interviews. Once the whiskey had 
disappeared, that day’s interview was finished, as well.46 On the other 
hand, frontier historian Edward Everett Dale reviewed the book for the 
Pacific Historical Review the following year and pronounced it “well 
written” and a “valuable contribution to the literature of the West.”47

 Mossman’s more substantial legacy lay in his contributions to the 
livestock industry. His influence in South Dakota continued to be felt 
after his retirement, thanks to his early introduction of progressive 
livestock sanitation and nutrition techniques that might otherwise not 
have reached the state for decades. Active in the leadership of such 
organizations as the New Mexico Live Stock Sanitary Commission and 
Southeastern New Mexico Cattlemen’s Association, he promoted ad-
vancements in animal husbandry such as the use of cottonseed cake 
as a bovine protein supplement, increased vaccination against diseases 
such as anthrax, and the expanded use of dipping vats for treating dis-
ease. In recognition of his distinguished livestock career, the Chicago 
Sirloin and Saddle Club honored Mossman in 1941 by hanging his por-
trait in its Cattlemen’s Hall of Fame. More than a half-century later, 
Mossman’s impact on South Dakota was chronicled in a South Dakota 
Public Broadcasting production entitled Last Ranch: The Diamond A 
Story.48
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 As one of the last large-scale cattle operators, Mossman actively 
participated in bridging the industry’s frontier and modern eras. The 
Diamond A provided jobs and work experience for both Indian and 
white cowboys, some of whom went on to establish successful ranches 
of their own by capitalizing on the experience they gained under Moss-
man. At the same time, the large operations that Mossman represented 
squeezed others out, especially the American Indians on whose land 
they grazed, creating conflict and thwarting efforts to develop eco-
nomic self-sufficiency. Finally, even as the cattle industry worked to 
develop progressive animal-husbandry methods, it left behind a legacy 
of overgrazed lands and environmental woes that have taken decades 
to reverse.49 

Although aspects of his cattle 
operation and management 
style were sometimes regarded 
as more nineteenth-century 
than twentieth, Mossman is also 
credited with innovations in the 
livestock industry. 
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 Following his eighty-fourth birthday, Mossman developed an illness 
from which he was unable to recover. He died at his home in Roswell, 
New Mexico, on 5 September 1954 and is buried in the family plot at 
Mount Washington Cemetery in Kansas City, Missouri.50 Given his 
role in a transitioning West, Mossman’s trademark motto, “I’ve seen it 
all and done it all,” seems the fitting epitaph to a long and colorful life.51
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