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  INTRODUCTION


  Sop, lick, sinkers, and whistle berries. Those all sound tasty, don’t they? Well, the cowboys had a language all their own when it came to many things. Now, they really aren’t as bad as they sound. Sop was nothing more than gravy. Lick was molasses or some other kind of syrup. Sinkers were biscuits. And whistle berries, well, they were beans, and you can probably guess why they were called whistle berries.


  Even the term cowboy had different meanings. It has been defined in many ways by many people over the years. I did a little research and found that in the 1860s it was more of a derogatory term than a description. An editorial in the 1869 Leavenworth Bulletin of Kansas included this statement: “The Atchison Champion & Press flies at the Bulletin in a terrible rage and with the manners of a cow-boy . . .”


  Even though the term was being used at that time, it did not appear in Webster’s Complete Dictionary of the English Language until 1884. The entry did not describe the western cowboy, however; it referred to a marauder from the Revolutionary War era. That soon changed, and cowboy came to describe someone who worked with or watched cattle.


  By 1895 the big cattle drives were over and a new definition for the word cowboy appeared in Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary: A Dictionary of the English Language. The definition was: “a cattle herder; a drover.” By 1913 the definition was expanded: “A cattle herder, esp. one of a class of mounted herdsmen of the western United States.” The cowboys themselves often called each other waddies, which was interchangeable with cowhand or cowpuncher.


  When describing the cowboy, noted historian and award-winning author Robert Utley says it best. In his book, Encyclopedia of the American West, he writes, “No figure more vividly personifies the Old West than the cowboy—the plainsman who tended cattle during the heyday of the open range.” The cattle drives lasted in earnest for about twenty years between 1866 and 1886. When the open ranges began to be fenced in with barbed wire in the late 1880s to prevent overgrazing, the cattle drives began to trail off.


  Even though most cowboys loved sleeping under the stars and working with the cattle, they had a tough life. They earned about forty dollars per month. Not all cowboys working for a ranch rode horses during roundups or trail drives. Many started their work on a ranch by mending fences, cleaning stables, removing cows from bogs, and doing other miscellaneous tasks. Most worked their way up the ranks if they weren’t skilled horsemen. According to Agnes Morley Cleaveland, who was raised on a New Mexico ranch and later ran it, “The ascending scale in open-range business is from horse wrangler at the lowest rung to range boss at the highest. Between them lie cook, riders, fence-line riders (after there were fences), and run-of-the-mill waddies.”


  J. T. “Sad” Gardenhire was one of those men and he recalled, “I am Sad Gardenhire and I used to be a cow puncher when a man had to be a cow puncher and not just a range hand. Doing everything from slopping hogs to farming. Not only that, but he had to ride the first hoss he come to and couldn’t be choicy. And, that was in a day when nigh unto every hoss was about half outlaw. Now, that all sounds pretty bad but when you’re used to anything, it ain’t so bad. That’s the kind of life we were used to, so that’s the kind of a life we lived. Rough and tough with a lot of hard work throwed in for good measure.”


  Once cowboys got horse work, they rode on the spring and fall roundups, which could last up to six weeks. On the trail for months at a time, they often endured extreme weather and a variety of other hardships. Some trekked up and down trails, including the famous Chisolm Trail, while herding the cattle until they arrived at their destination.


  Cowboys and cattle drives weren’t just limited to Texas and Kansas, although the drives were most numerous in those states. Cattle ranches dotted the western frontier like a cowhide tapestry. Large cattle ranches could be found in Wyoming, Montana, Nebraska, Arizona Territory, Colorado, the Dakota Territory, Oregon, and California. While they didn’t travel the well-known Chisholm Trail, they did move, corral, and brand their cattle just the same. Regardless of where the ranches were, their goal was to get their cattle to a railroad so the animals could be shipped for processing. Ranches like those deep in Texas drove their cattle to large railheads while other in Montana or Wyoming were near the train lines. The chuck wagon and its cook were the lifeblood of the cowboy during roundups and while on the trail. Sometimes the cooks were really good; sometimes they just got by with providing the basics. But the bad cooks were harassed by the cowboys and didn’t tend to last too long. Most ranch owners wanted their cowboys fed well so that they would stay healthy and happy along the trail. The cookie, as he was often referred to, made all their meals, mended their clothes, provided health care, and often acted as their caretaker or parent.


  After the spring round up, the cowboys and their cattle headed out on the trail. Their final destination would be a cow town that had a railroad station where the cattle was corralled and eventually loaded for the market. When the cowboys got to a cow town, their job was done and they were paid. They got washed, wild, and womanized for a few days.


  Once they finished “celebrating” in town, they headed home. Sometimes the cowboys would head back to their ranch with the chuck wagon cook or with other cowboys. While at the ranch they handled daily chores that included branding, wrangling, mending, and anything else that needed attention. Their bunkhouse was meager, but it provided them with beds, a roof over their heads, and meals.


  It was often up to the cowboys themselves to cook in the bunkhouse, but the cookie did live there, too. Those who lived on small ranches often took their meals with the family in the main house. Cowboys living on the bigger ranches were sometimes invited to the big house, that is, the boss’s house for meals on special occasions like Christmas.


  [image: This cast-iron saucepan and coffeepot are from the 1880s and would have been used on cattle drives, roundups, or in ranch houses.]


  This collection of stories and recipes will let you peek into the lives of the men, and, on rare occasions, women, who were called cowboys. Read about them from their firsthand accounts, those of the trail bosses, and those of the townspeople they sometimes offended. Sources include the Library of Congress’ American Memory Project and nineteenth-century publications. The recipes come from many sources, including longtime ranch families, historic restaurants, and local papers of the day. Not all recipes are from the places mentioned in stories, but are typical of the time period in the American West.


  I hope that after reading this you get a sense of the identity of the American cowboy and cattleman, his rugged life, and the food that got him through it all.


  Cheers!


  COOKING NOTES


  Using nineteenth-century recipes can be tricky. Cooking terminology, ingredients, and techniques vary from what we know today. I’ve created some notes to help with these recipes.


  These are authentic recipes from nineteenth-century newspapers, families, and cookbooks west of the Mississippi, except for Camping and Camp Cooking, which was printed in Boston. Although it was published in the East, it could have easily been used in the West. I used it because many of the techniques used on the cattle trails and roundups amounted to those used in camping and outdoor cooking.


  Here is a list of “Household Hints” for cooking. That term was used to alert cooks reading the newspapers that the topics below the headline had to do with cooking.


  
    	Never pack down flour in a measuring cup unless specifically told to do so.


    	Always allow cooked meat to rest for five to ten minutes before cutting so the juices will stay in the meat and not on the plate.


    	You can create your own buttermilk by adding 1 teaspoon of white vinegar to 1 cup of milk.


    	Bread flour is best for baking bread because of its higher gluten content.


    	When using dried fruits like raisins, soak them in a small amount of liquid to rehydrate before cooking with them.


    	Freshly ground pepper tastes much better than pre-ground.


    	Substitute 1 teaspoon of dried herbs for 3 tablespoons of fresh.


    	Make dressing ahead and chill so a hot mixture isn’t being stuffed into a bird.

  


  DUTCH OVEN COOKING


  Here are cooking tips for those wanting to prepare food like the cookies on the trail.


  
    	Start with a well-seasoned cast iron oven or pan. Please note that cooking with a dutch oven takes practice and while the following are basic guidelines, they may need to be adjusted depending upon the altitude, temperature, and wind.


    	You can bake directly in the dutch oven or place the food in a baking pan and set the pan in the dutch oven.


    	The number of coals used is tied to the size of the dutch oven itself. The temperature needed to cook also matters. So to bake somethingat 350°F in a 12-inch oven, twenty-four briquettes in total are needed. When baking place eighteen on the top and six underneath. The basic formula when baking is to use twice the number of briquettes as the diameter of the oven with three-quarters of them on the lid.


    	When frying or boiling, place all the coals underneath. For simmering, place three-quarters of them under the oven and one-quarter on top.


    	Most coals should last between 30 and 45 minutes, so additional coals might be neededif cooking time is longer. Have additional coals ready to go on or under the oven when needed. When adding coals remember that, on average, each briquette produces about 10°–15°F worth of heat on a moderately warm day with no wind.


    	Wind causes the briquettes to burn faster; if possible, try to dig a hole to protect the coals during cooking. Outdoor temperatures also impact cooking times. Food will cook quicker when it’s hot outside and slower when it’s colder.


    	Arrange the coals in a circle under the oven and evenly cover the top or place the briquettesin a checkerboard pattern for even heat distribution.

  


  [image: The dutch oven was not only used to cook stews. Often, for example, a bread pan would be filled and placed into the dutch oven. It was covered and placed on hot coals, and more coals were placed on top ofit. Thus it became an appliance-type oven for baking breads and cakes.]
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  COWBOY VERNACULAR


  Author and researcher Ramon F. Adams spent years interviewing cowboys and cataloging their vocabulary. The following is a list of food terms and their definitions from his 1944 book, Western Words: A Dictionary of the Range, Cow Camp and Trail (University of Oklahoma Press).


  Chuck-box: It was bolted to the rear of the chuck wagon with a hinged lid that, when let down and supported by a stout leg, forms a wide shelf or table. This is the cook’s private property and woe unto the nervy puncher who tries to use it for a dining table. Occasionally this privilege is granted to the wrangler, who generally eats after all the others have finished and are changing horses, but never to a rider.


  Cook: Bean-master, belly cheater, biscuit roller, biscuit shooter, cocinero, cookie, cook’s louse, coosie, dinero, dough-belly, dough-boxer, doughpuncher, dough roller, dough-wrangler, flunky, greasy belly, grub spoiler, grub worm, gut robber, old woman, pothooks, pot rustler, Sallie, sheffi, sop an’ ‘taters, sourdough, and swamper.


  Cook Shack: The kitchen, especially when a separate building.


  Cook’s Implements: Dutch oven, flunky, gouch hook, lizard scorcher, pothook, round pan, squirrel can, swamper, wreck pan.


  Coosie: Borrowing from the Spanish, the Southwest cow country called the cook cocinero, and from this came the common nickname coosie.


  Cowboy: This word seems to have originated in Revolutionary days . . . The next men we find calling themselves by this name are a bunch of wild-riding, reckless Texans under the leadership of Ewen Cameron, who spent their time chasing longhorns and Mexicans soon after Texas became a republic . . . Then came the real cowboy as we know him today—a man who followed the cows. He has been called everything from a cow poketo a dude wrangler, but never a coward. He is still with us today and will always be as long as the West raises cows, changing, perhaps, with the times, but always witty, friendly, and fearless.


  Cow Chips: Dried cow or buffalo droppings: A popular fuel in the early days on the plains, where timber was scarce. It was hard to get a fire started with them, but when dry, this “prairie coal” made a hot one.


  Cow Grease: A slang name for butter.


  Crumb Castle: A slang name for the chuck wagon.


  Cutting the Herd: Inspecting a trail herd for cattle which do not properly belong in it.


  Dive/Dump: Slang names for the bunkhouse.


  Dough Gods: A slang name for biscuits.


  Dutch Oven: A very thick, three-footed skillet with a heavy lid. It is used for cooking much of the cowboy’s food, but especially biscuits. It is placed over hot coals with more coals put on the lid, thus browning the food on both sides.


  Feed Trough: Another slang name for the eating house.


  Fly: A sheet which is stretched at the end of the chuck wagon to make shade and shelter for the cook.


  Fried Chicken: A sarcastic name for bacon which has been rolled in flour and fried.


  Gouch-hook: A pot-hook
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  On the heels of her last cookbook, Frontier Fare, Sherry Monahan has culled stories and recipes from cattle trails, cow towns, cowboys, and cattle ranches. She has penned her Frontier Fare column since 2009 for True West magazine. She studied cooking in school and has a passion for all things food. She has a collection of over 150 cookbooks, with the oldest being from 1869.
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  Visit her at sherrymonahan.com.
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Number of Briquettes to Reach Desired Temperature When Baking

Temp. 8" 8" 10" 10" 12" 12" 14" 14" 16" 16"
°F Over Under Over Under Over Under Over Under Over Under

300° 9 3 12 4 15 5 18 6 21 7
325° 10 3 14 4 17 5 20 6 23 7
350° 11 5 13 7 16 8 21 7 24 8
375° 14 4 17 5 20 6 23 7 26 8
400° 15 5 18 6 21 7 24 8 27 9
425° 17 5 20 6 23 7 26 8 29 9
450° 18 6 21 7 24 8 27 9 30 10

Source: Byron’s Dutch Oven Cooking, http://papadutch.home.comcast.net/~papadutch/
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This cast-iron saucepan and coffeepot are from the 1880s and would have been used on cattle drives, roundups, or
in ranch houses.
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on hot coals, and more coals were placed on top of

it. Thus it became an appliance-type oven for baking
breads and cakes.
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Charles Goodnight, creator of the chuck wagon, was part owner of the JA Ranch in Texas. Courtesy Library of Congress





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_006.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
P cowBov's 'S
COOKBOOY






