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OMETHIN’ happens to me every 
Fourth of July. Been thataway 
ever since I was a kid and I never 
can tell how it will turn out—

maybe good, maybe bad—but it’s sure to 
happen, regardless. Recollect me tellin’ 
how I accumulated a span of pinto mules 
one Fourth? Well, now I’ve got a notion to 
tell how I celebrated another Fourth and 
accumulated this here streak of snow-
white hair in my coal-black head, if you 
don’t mind listenin’.  

It happens like this. 
I’ve finished some business down in 

the Chickasaw Nation and it’s time for me 
to move in some direction—don’t make 
much difference which, except that 
Deputy U. S. Marshal Heck Henderson is 
north so I decide to move south. One night 
a few days before the Fourth I ford Red 
River into Texas. Now—what I mean, 
Texas is a good place to celebrate anything 
anytime because you’ll always find one or 
more fellas who are perfectly willin’ to 
accommodate you with whatever you 
happen to be lookin’ for—fun or trouble, 
or just plain lettin’ alone. Far’s I’m 
concerned, trouble is always looking for 
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me so I never go a-huntin’ it. Fun—I get 
mighty hongry for it, hidin’ out the way I 
have to in my business, but what is a heap 
of fun for me is more or less like doin’ 
nothin’ for most fellas my age because I 
dassn’t drink enough to get at all high. 
Liquor slows me up mentally and 
physically, as a fella says. If I get myself 
high, some cuss will lay me low. 

For the past week or so I been thinkin’ 
how the Fourth of July has always been 
my favorite holiday and how, when I was 
a button and my folks were powerful pore, 
I used to save up my coppers and nickles 
and how rich I’d be when the Fourth rolled 
around if I had two-bits to buy firecrackers 
and maybe a little box of caps for my toy 
pistol. Times are hard now and lots of kids 
are in the same fix today, I betcha. Of 
course, havin’ grown to about six-six and 
packin’ a horse face that makes me look 
taller and older’n I really am, I can’t 
celebrate the Fourth a-shootin’ 
firecrackers and snappin’ a toy pistol; but I 
ain’t noways ashamed to admit that I’d 
sorta like to do it once, just for fun. Am I 
soft? Maybeso, and what of it? The year 
around I pack a brace of pistols that ain’t 
toys—leastwise, some folks say they ain’t, 
and I can’t see no harm in me wantin’ to 
get shed of the damned things for one day 
and make big noises with things that won’t 
hurt nobody or set the law on my trail. 
Next to celebratin’ this Fourth thataway 
myself, there’s another thing I’d like to do 
and ought to be able to do. I’d like to 
gether me a bunch of pore kids and buy 
the little devils all the fireworks they can 
set off in a day and a night a-workin’ 
steady, then I’d like to sorta mingle with 
the kids and watch ‘em and listen to ‘em a-
havin’ fun and maybe have a little fun 
myself thataway. Hell of a way for Mister 
Gunman, the road agent, to talk—ain’t it? 
Maybe he is a mite soft underneath. 

 

ARLY on the mornin’ of the Fourth I 
ride into the Texas town of Lossville. 

I ain’t what you could rightly call a total 
stranger here because a few years back I 
had to sorta stand the town on its head so 
as to take a friend of mine away from a 
crooked marshal who had arrested him for 
somethin’ he didn’t do. Nobody got hurt 
much, except the marshal, and he lived to 
get voted out at the next election. Of 
course, whenever there’s other folks 
around no place is safe for me, but I’m 
figurin’ that Lossville ought to be as safe 
as any and located the way it is—in the 
fringe of the Cross Timbers where there’s 
plenty pore farmers with kids, I won’t 
have much trouble roundin’ up a bunch of 
boys to help me celebrate. I hear the town 
is holdin’ a ropin’ and ridin’ contest, too, 
and that goes big with me. 

After breakfast I find the barber shop 
and it’s open until noon today. Seems like 
I’d ought to know this here barber but I 
can’t recollect where I’ve seen his ratty 
face and sharp little eyes. He gives me a 
shingle and we talk about such and such 
and I still ain’t found out why I’d ought to 
know him. Naturally, I’m kinda slow 
about askin’ personal questions of a fella 
who is a-workin’ on me with scissors. He 
may not like personal questions. Pretty, 
soon I’m stretched comfortable in the 
chair and there ain’t nobody else in the 
shop and my face is lathered and he’s a-
stroppin’ his razor good, then he asks a 
question. 

“You’re Mister Gunman, ain’t you?”  
“That’s what some folks call me.”  
This big old Wade and Butcher razor 

of his’n sure is sharp. It slides down my 
long jaw like there ain’t any whiskers in 
its way. 

“You were in Lossville a while back, 
weren’t you?” he asks. “Or were you?”  

“Yep.”  

E



A GUNMAN’S FOURTH 3

He turns my face other side up. “Had a 
little shootin’ scrape that time you were 
here, didn’t you, Mister Gunman?”  

“Yep.”  
I’ll swear that’s the sharpest razor ever 

touched my whiskers. 
He says, “You shot the town marshal.”  
“Yep.”  
“His name is Billy Mears.”  
“Yep.”  
Durned if I know why he’s a-stroppin 

his razor again. Feels plenty sharp to me. 
I’ve got a heap of neck and he goes to 
work on it now. 

“Billy damned near died,” he declares. 
“Damned near.”  

“Do tell?” I say. 
The barber runs his fingers up-and-

down-and-around my Adam’s apple 
thoughtful like. That old Wade and 
Butcher is a-hanging in the air where I can 
see it good. Looks as big as a corn-knife 
and nine times as sharp. 

“Yeah, you gave Billy a mighty close 
shave,” he says slow. “I’m Billy’s brother, 
Bob.” 

Brother! Nobody can ever tell me that 
a fella can’t sweat under lather. I’m a-
sweating all over now, particularly 
underneath the lather on the left side of my 
neck. That old razor is wide and shiny and 
the way he’s a-holdin’ it, I can see my face 
in it. 

“Ugh,” I say. “Ugh-huh.”  
He’s still explorin’ my Adam’s apple 

like he’d never had a-hold of one of the 
things before. “This reminds me,” he says 
quiet, “reminds me of something that 
happened down in San ‘Tonio a little 
while ago. A fella laid down in a barber 
chair to get a shave. The barber recognized 
him as the man who had killed his dad. 
Yes, sir. Killed his dad.”  

He stops right there—stops sudden. 
Damned if his eyes ain’t so hot they’re a-
dryin’ the lather on my throat. Pretty soon 

he goes on like he’s a-talkin’ to himself. 
“The law didn’t do anything to that 

San ‘Tonio barber,” he says right soft. 
“Didn’t even arrest him.”  

That old razor is sorta tremblin’ now. 
I’ve done sweat myself dry. I’m cold—
plumb cold. I’ve been thisaway before and 
it’s always bad—bad for me, or somebody 
else. 

My Adam’s apple goes to movin’ up 
and down under his fingers, for I’m a-
talkin’ now. “Mighty interestin’ story, 
barber, and it reminds me of somethin’ 
that happened up in Muskogee a short time 
back. A fella is gettin’ him a shave like I 
am now. The barber recognizes him as a 
Wanted Man with a bounty on him, dead 
or alive.”  

I stop there. The barber’s fingers are 
restin’ still on an artery in my throat now. 
It’s a-throbbin’. The big razor has froze 
plumb steady up there, like it has stopped 
to think. 

He can’t wait long. He wants to know, 
“Is that the end of your story?”  

“It’s the end of the barber,” I tell him. 
“He didn’t know that the look in his eyes 
had given him away to the gunslinger in 
the chair. You see, from the time the 
barber tied the apron on him and hid his 
paws thisaway, the Wanted Man had his 
six-shooter in his hand. Funny how a 
man’s eyes can do him dirt, ain’t it, 
barber?”  

His big old razor slides smooth down 
the left side of my neck like there ain’t no 
whiskers in its way. 

“That Muskogee barber,” he says, 
“was a damned fool.”  

“Yep.” 

W
 

HEN I come out of the barber shop 
I’m needin’ a drink—needin’ it 

bad—so I mosey down the street to the 
Texas Bar. Andy Spence owns the place 
and he’s a friend of mine: knew Andy 
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when I was a kid bronc twister a-gentlin’ 
horses for Drumm and Draper down in 
Frio County and likewise doin’ some 
contest ridin’ at fairs and celebrations 
around over Texas. That was before I 
tangled with the law the first time. 

Andy knows that my family name is 
buried deep in the hills of the Osage 
Reservation, so he calls me by my old 
nickname. “Well, burn my britches if it 
ain’t Old Slim!” he hollers. “Man—I’d 
swore that Jedge Parker had hung you at 
Fort Smith long before this. How are you, 
fella?”  

There’s several men at the bar and they 
look me over good. They’re a-whisperin’ 
among themselves, too. I don’t know none 
of ‘em. 

The saloonman’s laugh booms from 
beneath his big mustache and every last 
one of the men at the bar grin or laugh 
right sociable. 

It makes me feel kinda good. Put in 
twelve year or so on the wrong end of a 
man-hunt and you learn how to appreciate 
a friendly grin. Andy tells his bartender to 
take over, then he leads me to the back 
room and shuts the door tight. 

Settin’ out glasses and a bottle of his 
private stock, he says, “Drink up, Slim. I 
want to make talk with you.”  

I down a middlin’ big slug of good 
whiskey and tell him that’ll be all for me 
today. Rollin’ a smoke, I settle back to 
listen. 

He starts off, “There ain’t an honest 
man in Lossville who holds anything 
against you for what-all you done last time 
you was here. But the hell of it is, Slim, 
everybody in this here town ain’t honest. 
The whole damned Mears family lives in 
and around Lossville now.”  

“Uh-huh. I done found out that one of 
‘em does.”  

“Already?” he asks. “Who’d you run 
onto?”  

“Bob, the barber.”  
“Oh, him. What happened?”  
I tell him about my run-in with Bob 

Mears and I don’t throw off none in the 
tellin’, either. Before I’ve finished, big 
Andy is sorta hangin’ onto his chair. 

“Godamighty, boy!” he growls. “It’s a 
wonder you’re here now. You need 
another drink, no? That Bob Mears is the 
meanest of the tribe and the smartest. Fact 
is—the only reason he ain’t snarled with 
the law is because he’s got too much 
sense. There’s three of the Mears boys: 
Bob, the barber, Billy—the killer you 
tamed, and Joe—another killer. Billy and 
Joe are outlaws and they’re in more or less 
trouble all the time.”  

We talk on for a short spell and I get 
the law-down on Lossville society, so to 
speak, then I get up to go. “Well, Andy, 
I’m shore much obliged for all the news. 
Reckon I’ll be seein’ you at the fairground 
this evenin’.”  

He frowns up at me thoughtful. “Uh-h, 
hold on a minute, Slim. There’s been some 
talk about you hereabouts. If you take my 
advice you won’t go to no fairground in 
Lossville today or any other day. You’ll 
go and saddle up and get to hell out of 
town, keepin’ an eye on your backtrail 
until you’re clean away from this country. 
That’s what you’ll do if you’re as smart as 
they say you are.” 

I grin down at him. “Somebody done 
lied about me, Andy. I ain’t that smart. 
This is Fourth of July and I gotta do me 
some celebratin’. Want to find out whether 
I’ve forgot how to shoot off a firecracker. 
So ‘long.”  

“Firecracker!” he snorts. “The Mister 
Gunman shootin’ off firecrackers. I give 
up!” 

 

I GO AND saddle up and ride out to the 
fairground. It ain’t never smart for me to 

get too far from my horse. There’s a spring 
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and a picnic grove out there and it’s chock 
full of people, includin’ kids. Been a long 
time since I was at a picnic. It looks good 
and it smells good to me and I take in 
everything like I was a country boy from 
away back in the backwoods. There’s two 
pink lemonade stands, so I set ‘em up to a 
bunch of dirty-faced kids that’s a hangin’ 
around and durned if I don’t drink a glass 
of the stuff myself. A molasses taffy puller 
is a-stretchin’ and twistin’ his candy and a-
tanglin’ flies in it, and I stop and watch 
him as if I’d never seen nothin’ like it 
before. It has been a long time, mighty 
long. There’s a medicine show with a 
Negro banjo player and a white pitchman 
a-peddlin’ branch water that cures 
anything. I’m a mind to buy a bottle for 
bullet holes. I go and watch a monte dealer 
and a bunch of local sports a-pikin’ his 
game with dimes, a two-bit carnival with a 
hootch dancer and a snake charmer and a 
merry-go-round pulled by a tired old mule 
on a turntable, and there’s a thimble rig a-
workin’ his shell game for nickles and 
dimes. I don’t know this sharper, but he 
knows me—grins and calls me “Gunman.”  

There’s pretty girls in starched dresses 
with rice powder on their faces and sharp-
toed shoes on their feet, pretty girls in 
calico Mother Hubbards with wheat flour 
on their cheeks and no shoes on their feet, 
two old boys a-playin’ dominoes under a 
big elm—one in Union Blue, the other’n 
in Confederate Gray—cowhands in clean 
shirts and polished boots with their ears 
and necks scrubbed and spurs let down to 
the town notch so as to drag and rattle 
when they walk; and there’s lanky and 
gawky fellas like me sidelin’ towards the 
girls and a-sweatin’ in their Sunday 
clothes and wishin’ to hell they was out of 
‘em. This all looks good to me, mighty 
good. 

I like the smell of wood cookin’-fires 
and the smell of coffee a-boilin’ and 

cornbread a-bakin’ in Dutch ovens and 
chicken a-fryin’ in skillets and beef a-
barbecuin’ over yander at the pit, and I 
love the powder-smell of firecrackers.  

It tickles me to see grandmas and 
grandpas settin’ and a-rockin’ in chairs 
brought along in lumber wagons no tellin’ 
how far, and a great-grandma layin’ in a 
barrel-stave hammock because she can’t 
sit up and would come to the celebration 
anyhow. I like to hear firecrackers and toy 
pistols a-poppin’ and girls a-screamin’ and 
kids a-hollerin’ and dogs a-barkin’ and the 
big booms out there where the town 
blacksmith is a-shootin’ anvils—pours 
powder into a hole in one, puts in a fuse, 
turns another anvil up-side-down on top of 
it and touches it off. Dust and dogs and 
kids, flies and gnats and kids, and—this is 
my kind of a Fourth of July celebration.  

As I amble along easy nearly 
everybody looks at me and I don’t blame 
‘em much, considerin’ my height and coal 
black hair and hawk face and two holsters 
tied down on my legs. Some of ‘em grin. I 
grin back quick and whenever anybody 
shows signs of wantin’ to talk to me, he 
mighty soon finds out that I’m plumb 
sociable—my looks and artillery, 
regardless. Most of them know who and 
what I am, more’n likely. 
Notwithstandin’—lots of ‘em talk 
neighborly to me, for this is the Southwest 
where most folks figure that they’ve got 
plenty sins of their own and the other man 
has a right to his’n—up to a certain point. 
Reckon they think I ain’t passed that point, 
yet.  

I’m a-headin’ off towards the corral 
where they’re holdin’ steers and calves for 
ropin’ and bad horses for ridin’, when I 
run onto a fireworks stand. He’s pretty 
well loaded up with everything. A kid is 
leanin’ on the counter, just a-lookin’ at the 
stuff and not sayin’ anything much—
ganglin’ boy about eleven with quick eyes 
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and a lively face under a big straw hat with 
a shoestring chin strap. His hickory shirt 
and jeans are clean and so are his bare 
feet, considerin’ he’s a boy. 

 
HE boss of the stand speaks up, “Here 
you are, mister! Fireworks for your 

kids. Everything from cannon ‘crackers to 
skyrockets and Roman candles. What’ll it 
be?” 

“That’s mighty fine,” I say, “only I 
ain’t got no kids.”  

He nods, and declares ornery like, 
“There’s a kid. He’s been beggin’ me to 
split a ten-cent bunch of ‘crackers. Can 
you imagine that?”  

“Yes, I can,” I tell him. “Seen the time 
myself.”  

The boy is sorta flustered, but he 
speaks up just the same. “I—I wasn’t what 
you’d call beggin’ him, mister. I only 
asked him once. You see, five cents is all 
I’ve got.”  

I look straight at the boss of the 
stand—powerful straight. “From what the 
boy says, you’re a liar, stranger, and I 
believe him.”  

Now, he’s flustered. “Well, er-r, he 
wasn’t exactly begging, I’ll admit, but—”  

“How much is all this here stuff 
worth?”  

His eyes opened wide, then sorta 
narrowed down. “We’el, there’s a lot of-”  

“Take care!” I snap. “You’ve already 
admitted that you’re a liar.”  

“Fifty dollars!”  
“What’s your stand worth?”  
“Ten dollars.”  
“Here’s your sixty,” I tell him. 

“You’re out of business now. Get to hell 
away from my stand. Git!”  

He gits like he’s kinda scared of 
somethin’ or other. 

“Gee whillikins, mister!” cries the kid. 
“Ain’t you—ain’t you Mister Gunman?” 

“That’s what folks say,” I answer, “but 

my best friends call me ‘Slim’.”  
“Can I call you Mister Slim?”  
“Shore, if you’re a mind to, Bud.”  
“Thank you, sir,” he says polite. “If 

it’s all the same to you, I’m Chip. Gosh, 
Mister Slim! Looky there at all the 
‘crackers you bought.”  

I look the place over. “Yeah-h. 
Wonder if they’re any good? S’pose you 
take a couple packages out yander and try 
‘em for me. Wait. I’ll light you a punk to 
touch ‘em off with. Hang onto it ‘cause 
you’ll be needin’ another light. I’ll be 
wantin’ you to try out some more of this 
here stuff for me, if you don’t mind.”  

“Golly, Mister Slim! I don’t mind.”  
Well, that’s the way it started. Before 

long Chip asks me if I mind if he goes and 
gethers his bunch, because it’s a heap of 
fun tryin’ out my fireworks to see if 
they’re any good and he’d kinda like to let 
his friends get in on it. I watch him gallop 
away and I’m a-wonderin’ why in hell us 
grown folks don’t split up our fun 
thataway. He fetches Slats and Boomer 
and Wash—they’re white kids, and 
Bronc—he’s a Negro boy, and Flip—a 
big-eyed Mexican kid, and Kit—a lean 
and quiet Osage Indian. They all get 
introduced to “Mister Slim” plumb serious 
and formal, then Chip reads off their 
brands and marks to me like this. 

“Slats—he’s got the best old ‘coon dog 
in the whole county and it makes a fine 
bloodhound when we need a bloodhound,” 
he says, “and Boomer—he can hold his 
breath longer than anybody and dive for 
pearls and lost treasure, and Wash—ain’t 
nobody that cm find a bee-tree or twist a 
rabbit* like him, and Flip—he’s got a 
good old burro that’s our packhorse when 
we’re exploring the wilderness, and Kit—
he’s a genuine Redskin and he’s the best 
tracker and trapper in Texas, only he don’t 
talk much, and Bronc—he ain’t never been 
rode by any kid under twelve, but it’s no 

T 
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fair to hang onto his ears or hair or ride 
him with spurs. “  

“Mighty glad to know you, fellas,” I 
tell ‘em, “but Chip, you clean forgot to say 
what you can do.”  

He screws his big toe into the ground 
and looks down at it and ain’t in no hurry 
to talk so Bronc—the colored boy, he does 
the talkin’. “Why, Mister Slim, ain’t you 
know? Chip our Cap’n. Whatever Chip 
say do, we do it.”  

“Ain’t that sorta risky?” I ask. “Don’t 
he sometimes get you-all into trouble?”  

“Yes, sah, Mister Slim,” admits the 
Negro boy, “but we ain’t mind that. Cap’n 
get us in trouble, Cap’n get us out.”  

“Good idea. Wish I had a Cap’n like 
Chip.”  

The kids sure play hard a-shootin’ off 
my fireworks to see whether the things are 
any good. They play every game they 
know how to play with firecrackers and 
toy pistols and I tell ‘em about some more 
games they never heard of, and pretty soon 
we’re makin’ such a hell of a racket 
whoopin’ and a-hollerin’ and shootin’ off 
stuff we draw a crowd of grown folks who 
gather around the stand, and men and 
women are a-talkin’ and laughin’ and 
they’re treatin’ me like I’m neighbors and 
one of ‘em. I’m in the stand passin’ out 
stuff and every kid gets his fair share. 

The boys are mighty good about not 
hurtin’ anybody and they don’t make ary  

 
________________________ 

*You chase a cottontail up a hollow tree, then 
you cut you a whippy limb with a small crotch in 
its end find you run it up the tree until you feel the 
rabbit. It’s all very simple now. Push a little and 
twist and the stick tangles in the rabbit’s soft hide 
and you drag him out a-kickin’ and squealin’. It’s 
lots of fun for boys, but I never met a rabbit who 
liked it. I once got the wrong tree and twisted a 
skunk. The skunk didn’t seem to enjoy that. 
Neither did I.—C. C. 

 

kick when I tell ‘em I’ll have to boss the 
shootin’ when they’re a-tryin’ out my 
cannon ‘crackers because those things are 
dangerous. 

 
NE thing happens that sure proves 
how fair and square a kid can be. 

Boomer thinks it would be fun to play 
sheriff and posse chasin’ an outlaw and 
everybody allows that it’s a daggoned 
good idea. Kit the Indian, volunteers to be 
the outlaw and naturally Chip is the 
sheriff. They all come to the stand to load 
up with plenty ammunition, when all of a 
sudden Chip thinks of somethin’. There’s 
some confidential whisperin’ that I ain’t 
supposed to hear, but I do and it makes me 
feel mighty good. This here posse and 
outlaw business won’t do, because Mister 
Slim is an outlaw. 

After a while word is passed that the 
ropin’ and ridin’ is about to commence. 
Now, if there’s anything I like to watch 
it’s ropin’ and ridin’, but the kids are 
havin’ so much fun—me, too—I figure 
we’ll just go ahead tryin’ out my 
fireworks. But I don’t know Chip and his 
bunch. 

They come up to me, and he says, “We 
gotta go to the ropin’ and ridin’, Mister 
Slim. I’ll betcha you’re the best rider in 
Texas and you can win all the prize 
money. We want to go and watch you ride 
the bad’n’s.” 

Of course, my contest ridin’ days are 
over unless I want to commit suicide by 
settin’ out there on a rough horse in front 
of a crowd that’s a-howlin’ its head off 
and a-shootin’ at the sky. There’s mighty 
nigh certain to be somebody in the crowd 
who will be shootin’ at me under cover of 
the noise and excitement. Naturally—I 
don’t tell the kids—just say that I’m too 
old and stove up to set the high rollers any 
more. It don’t do me no good, though. 
They’re bound and determined that I’ll 

O
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ride Dynamite, a spoilt horse that ain’t 
never been rode—so they say, and their 
dirty faces are so serious and there’s so 
much trust and confidence in their eyes—
well, it just goes to show what a damned 
fool a grown man can be. I go and make 
arrangements to fork Old Dynamite for the 
kids.  

His owner wants a side bet, so I take 
two hundred at even money and when 
three other fellas that have been throwed 
by Dynamite shake a hundred apiece 
under my nose, I take them on, too. 
Considerin’ that I ain’t never set eyes on 
the horse, I’m plumb reckless with my 
money. It’s these daggoned kids, I reckon. 
They’re so damned certain that I can ride 
Old Dynamite, I know I’ve simply got to 
ride the fool because it don’t never do for 
a man to let a kid down.  

I’ve got more troubles, too. Several 
other boys have showed up at the corral 
and Chip’s bunch are a-talkin’ to ‘em 
mighty serious and confidential. Some of 
‘em ain’t far away and I catch onto what 
they’re saying. Kit, the Indian, is bettin’ 
his wolf traps and everything else he 
owns—a-bettin’ on me. Slats is bettin’ his 
‘coon dog against somethin’ or other and 
Flip is gamblin’ his burro on me. I don’t 
get what Chip and Boomer and Wash are 
bettin’, but Bronc—the little Negro, is 
actually gamblin’ himself against a red-
and-white puppy. Seems like Bronc don’t 
own nothin’ he can bet and the other kid 
has got to clean his mother’s chicken coop 
tomorrow, so Bronc is puttin’ up his labor 
a-cleanin’ the coop for the kid. 

I call Chip, and tell him positive, 
“Looky here, fella. I shore do appreciate 
the way you boys feel about me ridin’ Old 
Dynamite and I aim to stay on top of him 
if I can, but I don’t never want my friends 
to bet on me. It makes me too daggoned 
anxious not to get throwed. I do my best 
ridin’ when I know that nobody but me 

will get hurt if the horse wins, then I can 
ride the way that’s natural for me—high, 
wide and handsome. Understand?”  

“Yes, Mister Slim, I think I do.”  
“Good. Then go and tell your bunch 

that if they want me to ride, they’ve gotta 
call off their bets. Will you do that, Chip?”  

“Sure, if you say so.”  
 

YNAMITE is a big, stout roan with a 
hammer head and brains inside of it. 

When I walk into the corral a-packin’ my 
riggin’ he’s on the far side with some 
other broncs and he turns so as to get a 
good look at me. I’ll swear I imagine that 
his big, clear eyes are sayin’, “Mister, 
we’re both outlaws—you and me, and 
we’re due to have a heap of fun together.”  

I trot the bunch around the fence and 
when they string out I dab a loop onto 
him, then dig my heels into the ground 
expectin’ him to run on the rope and raise 
hell generally. Old Dynamite fools me 
complete. He leads to the snubbin’ post 
like he’s a family milch cow. I ease my 
wood onto him and he hardly twitches his 
hide, and when I screw it down tight he 
don’t make no fuss—just stands there like 
any old crowbait. The way he’s behavin’ 
is a sure enough danger sign. I’ve worked 
plenty bad horses to know that he’s layin’ 
for me. He’s too smart to fight the rope 
and far as the saddle and hackamore are 
concerned, he knows I’ll get ‘em on him 
anyhow. He can’t be bothered by such 
little things. He’s waitin’ for the big 
thing—that’s me. 

I give my saddle a shake that rocks 
him on his legs, and tell him, “Dynamite, 
you old son-of-a-gun, let’s you and me 
celebrate the Fourth proper. This is my 
day to howl—first in many a year. Help 
me howl, fella. Make me ride and I’ll buy 
you a bushel of the yallerest corn in 
Texas.”  

He swivels in ear and rolls an eye at 

D
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me, as much as to say, “You’re a-wastin’ 
your breath, twister. Make you ride, hell! 
I’ll make you walk, if you’re able.”  

We head for the corral gate, me leadin’ 
Old Dynamite. Chip and his bunch are a-
roostin’ on the top pole of the fence near 
by. I take off my gunbelts and hand them 
to him and make him the proudest boy in 
Texas. All the kids are a-chatterin’ like 
squirrels in a tree, wishin’ me luck and 
telling me what I’ll do to the outlaw horse: 
all of ‘em, except Kit, the Indian. He ain’t 
sayin’ nothin’. 

When I start to move on, he jumps to 
the ground light as a panther cub and puts 
out his small bronze hand. Standin’ 
straight as a ramrod, he calls me by my 
Indian name and says in Osage, “You, The 
Owl, are my friend and friend of my 
people. While you ride I will scout for 
your enemies. How!”  

“You know me?” I ask, surprised. 
“Yes,” he answers. “When you lived 

with Osages on Reservation my people 
were there. They have told me.”  

“Thank you, my friend,” is all I can 
say to this Indian boy. 

What with kids and fireworks and 
contest ridin’, I’m sure havin’ my fun 
today. Imagine me without my six-
shooters! Plumb reckless and foolish, but 
somehow or other I don’t give a damn 
today. First time in years that I’ve been 
thisaway. I see the packed grandstand over 
yander—bright dresses and hats, palmleaf 
fans and colored fans a-workin’ hard, men 
and women and children makin’ a happy 
racket, but I don’t see no enemies with 
guns. Ain’t lookin’ for ‘em. I smell the 
burned powder of fireworks, but it don’t 
smell like gunsmoke to me now. I ain’t a 
hunted wolf today. I’m just a kid again, 
down on my home range a-snappin’ out 
broncs for the Old D&D, and I’m havin’ 
my fun today. 

The announcer prances out on a big 

black saddler. The noise mighty nigh 
stops. “LADIES AND GEN-TLE-MEN! 
Our special event and main attraction! A 
famous man on a famous horse! Mister 
Gunman on Old Dynamite! A fight to a 
finish and no holds barred! Ride ‘im, 
cowboy!”  

Comes a big cheer and in it I hear the 
shrill voices of Chip and his bunch on the 
corral fence. I glance that way and grin at 
the kids. Kit ain’t there now. The noise 
drops to a whisper. The crowd is a-holdin’ 
its breath while I mount. In these here 
contests it’s strictly one man against one 
horse. I don’t get no help: don’t want it. 
Neither does the horse and he don’t need 
it. We ride in the open with all this part of 
Texas to get throwed in. An overflowin’ of 
men and boys are held back by ropes, but 
they’ll scatter if the bronc pitches into’ 
em. I cheek Old Dynamite, pull his head 
around until he’s a-breathin’ down my 
vest pocket, then I leave the ground fast to 
straddle me a horse.  

If I’d been a split-second slower or my 
right leg was an inch shorter, I wouldn’t a-
straddled nothin’ but Texas air. Old 
Dynamite crabs it—what I mean, he spins 
and goes sidewise farther and faster than 
the Good Lord ever intended any horse 
should go with his neck bent around 
thataway. But I’m a-settin’ deep in the 
wood now, fixed to do some damned 
serious ridin’ or get throwed far and hard. 

 

I CAN’T help lovin’ a fighter—man or 
beast, for or against me, right or wrong. 

I ain’t had Old Dynamite between my 
knees thirty seconds before I’m head-over-
heels in love with this big roan horse. 
Sure—he won’t never do any useful work 
for he’s an outlaw. I don’t blame him for 
it. He wa’n’t born thataway. Some man or 
men made him what he is. Man-cruelty 
taught him to hate men. He’s a-hatin’ me 
now, but he ain’t no hypocrite about it. He 
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ain’t a-shootin’ me in the back. He’s a-
fightin’ me open. And he ain’t offerin’ no 
rewards for me dead or alive, or payin’ 
somebody else to fight me for him. He 
does his own fightin’ and he don’t ask no 
help from nobody. The odds are against 
him, too. When I fight him I’ve got to 
have man-made wood and leather to help 
me. He fights me with what Nature gave 
him. Make me fight Old Dynamite 
thataway—make me straddle him naked 
and he’ll throw me so dadblamed high I’ll 
bring rain to Texas. 

He’s a-bellerin’ at every jump and he’s 
a-jumpin’ plenty crooked. I’m a-soundin’ 
my long yell now, and I’m a-fannin’ him 
with my hat and a-scratchin’ his hide fore 
and aft with first one leg and then the 
other, and I’m makin’ the ride of my life. 
Old Dynamite does everything that any 
other bucker ever done except to pin-
wheel-turn a somersault—and he does it 
better’n any horse I ever tried to ride. He 
rattles my teeth and cracks the whip with 
my backbone. Once he gets my head to 
snappin’ and my nose goes to bleedin’ and 
he mighty nigh suns my moccasins then. 
The crowd has gone wild, firecrackers a-
poppin’, guns a-roarin’, and I sure am 
havin’ my fun today. 

I’m a-howlin’ like a wolf on a spree. 
We’re right in front of the stand now and I 
can’t hear myself, for the noise, but I cuss 
Old Dynamite and ask him if this is the 
best he’s got to feed a man who’s hongry 
to ride a bad horse. I haidn’t oughta done 
that. He squats like a dog, then he goes 
higher than I’ve ever dreamed that a horse 
can go. I go along. I’m still there when he 
comes down. His legs are stiffer than 
hickory posts and I’ll remember that jar to 
my dyin’ clay. My underjaw has been 
flappin’ too much, anyhow. It’s loose 
when we land. It snaps shut and I betcha 
the grandstand hears my teeth pop. I bite 
my tongue and I bite my lip and I durned 

nigh bite the dust. So help me—I’ll buy 
this horse and keep him for a pet!  

Old Dynamite reads my mind, I 
reckon, and he don’t like the idea. He 
reaches for the sky again. On our way up 
somethin’ slaps me high on the head, 
staggers me in at the saddle. It burns like 
hell. Thunder rolls and beats against the 
walls of my skull and it ain’t the noise of 
the crowd. Everything is swimmin’ before 
my eyes. Swimmin’ at the end of the 
grandstand is an oleander bush with smoke 
a-curlin’ up from it. Two faces are a-
swimmin’ in the smoke. I know one of 
‘em! 

I feel myself go loose in the saddle, 
then before I know it my long legs clamp 
tight and I’m a-settin’ close to the leather 
again. The big roan horse is on his hind 
legs a-pawin’ high. He’s fixin’ to do a 
backfall and he may get me, too, for I’m 
kinda numb and tingly all over now. 
Suddenly a quiver ripples through him. I 
feel it in my legs. Then his hindquarters 
give away and he wilts in his tracks. We 
go down together, me in the saddle, a 
tangle of horse and man. I manage to jerk 
my underneath leg clear of his weight and 
stagger to my feet. . . . Somethin’ in my 
eyes. I brush a hand across ‘em—blood! 

Growls and yells and woman-screams 
are comin’ from the stands now, but I 
hardly hear them. I’m a-kneelin’ at Old 
Dynamite’s head and I’m a-cussin’ hoarse 
and steady. I do my damndest to stem the 
blood that’s gushin’ from a hole in his 
neck, but I know that it ain’t no use. He 
was all horse, that big roan outlaw. He 
fought me honest and hard and he 
might’ve won if he hadn’t stopped a bullet 
intended for me! 

When I look up there’s a crowd of men 
around me and the dead horse. They’re a-
cussin’ vicious and talkin’ about a hangin’ 
if they can find out who done the shootin’. 
I don’t say nothin’. Chip fetches me my 
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belts and I buckle ‘em on, tie my holsters 
down. Kit slides through the crowd. His 
thin, bronze face don’t show any feelin’, 
but his eyes are afire. 

He takes my arm, pulls me down, and 
whispers in Osage, “It is bad that I failed 
you, my friend. I got there too late. It was 
Billy and Joe Mears. I will tell no one else. 
They are your enemies.”  

And that’s how I got this white streak 
in my hair. 

So you’re askin’ if that’s the end of my 
story? Well, hardly. Just now run onto a 
piece of an old newspaper in my pocket. 
Don’t aim to keep such things. Read it and 
throw it away. 

 
Lossville, Texas, July 5th. In a blazing 

gunfight early this morning, Billy and Joe 
Mears—outlaws and would-be assassins, 
were shot to death by a Texas gentleman 
known as Mister Gunman. 

 


