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Foreword


 


 


There seems to be an integral element of human
nature that leads most of us to believe that our path in life is somehow harder
than others, and that our successes are the result of our herculean efforts to
overcome these seemingly insurmountable obstacles. There is undoubtedly a
thread of truth to this in most people’s life stories, to one degree or
another. However, occasionally we cross paths with someone whose life story is
clearly in another category, and if we are lucky, this individual will have a
literary bent so that the story is captured and can be shared with the rest of
us.


I was fortunate to have spent my formative
years in the countryside outside a small rural town in Texas, which at the time
was populated mostly by farmers, ranchers, outdoorsmen, and free spirits. The
majority were extremely capable, independent-to-the-core types who valued
competency more than looks or fancy social connections. Willful, some might say
obstinate, they were a community of individualists who didn’t make excuses, who
seldom asked for anything and never expected anything beyond what they had earned.
They just got on with the job of living but were always quick to lend a helping
hand to any who were struggling if they were still giving it their all.


My parents were stellar examples of what
careful thought, a little time, and lots of sweat could accomplish. The two of
them put Dad through college on their own, the first in his family to do so,
and then set about building a life for themselves. After establishing himself
professionally, Dad added to his sizeable workload by starting a commercial cow
operation from scratch. These experiences led to my lifelong admiration and
respect for those who were willing to create a life on their own terms, and to
do it without shortcuts or handouts and without casting blame or directing
rancor on others when the outcome was in question. They just took the results
at face value and moved on to the next challenge. In my mind, the bar was set
pretty high concerning how people were supposed to deal with challenges and
setbacks in this crazy thing we call life.


A little over a decade ago, my wife, Cindy,
and I shifted gears from fast-paced, high-intensity professional careers; we
purchased a café and feed store outside of Santa Fe, New Mexico. Many of the
locals quickly became regulars at both operations, and we soon developed
personal associations with some that went well beyond typical business/customer
relationships. This is how we met William and his wife, Grace. It did not take
long to discover that William is a bit of a raconteur, and I also quickly recognized
many of the traits that I had learned as a young man to appreciate in
self-reliant people. A colorful if not easy life has left him with a mountain
of anecdotes that he skillfully delivers. This has led to many deeply engaging
conversations over the years.


His sense of humor and powers of observation
coupled with a splash of showmanship make him an extremely talented
storyteller. Never one to tiptoe around sensitive subjects, he tackles them all
head-on. Even the more difficult ones are treated with respect, humility, and
an earnest truthfulness that shines through. Each occasion ultimately concludes
with a comic tint to the story and a positive impact that inspired William and
propelled him on to his next adventure. He is definitely one of the few among us
who has truly lived life on his own terms and has accepted even the most
challenging obstacles as exhilarating journeys that just have to be
experienced.


Now that we know he can successfully capture
the spirit of these stories on paper, I invite you to pull up a chair, throw
another log on the fire, pour a tall glass of something to ward off the evening
chill, and dive into this latest book. I am confident that you will find the
time engrossed in these tales to be well spent.


 


Mark
Holloway San Marcos Café and


 Feed
Santa Fe, New Mexico














 


Author’s Preface


 


 


Born in 1951 and raised on a small ranch in
Riverside, California, I have experienced an extraordinary life. A life brim
full of adventure and living my dreams. I’m now over seventy-five years old and
still living a life that’s filled with more wild than calm, more out of the
ordinary than not, and those two angels that have ridden on my shoulders all
these years are still with me. Long ago my mother told me that life is only for
those with the huevos to live it. She instilled this attitude in me and encouraged
me to go after my dreams. Although my dreams turned out to be different from
hers, she never gave up on me.


Why write this book? I came from a family that
made the word dysfunctional look ordinary. My youth was full of alcohol,
physical violence, and more varieties of abuse than can be imagined. I grew up
wild and without restraint and witnessed as a little guy a home filled with
distrust, hatred, and, if nothing else was working, fisticuffs. There were five
of us living in that old farmhouse, and I’m the only one left to tell the
story. For, you see, none of us have the opportunity to pick our parents. In my
case, rumor has it that if my dad hadn’t furnished the wine … well, I wouldn’t
be here!


This is a life story that must be told. It’s
not a look-at-my-horrible-life story or a would-you-cry-with-me journal, and
it’s certainly not about how my parents ruined my life. No, this book is filled
with adventure, joy, and tears. You see, if my mom and dad had never gotten a
certain idea into their heads, I’d have never had the chance to tell this
story. Although you’ll read about a youth that was far past wild, from word to
word, page to page, and chapter to chapter you’ll realize it was my beginning that
shaped the rest of my time on this earth. A life shaped by rodeo, good friends,
uncles, and a couple of movies. You’ll read a lot about the family that I grew
up in, some good and a lot of bad by anyone’s standard. I’ve written this book
because I’ve lived ten lifetimes in one, and it was my mom and dad who made
this possible.


At seventy-five years of age, I’m still living
wild and free, and I’m still dreaming. So, no, I’m not crying in my soup; no,
I’m celebrating my entire life throughout these pages. The words on these pages
aren’t for the timid or faint of heart. Be prepared for the joy and wonder that
living has brought me, and if you learn nothing else from my written drivel,
remember this: You live one time. Dream big and then bigger.


[image: image]


Then get out and live your dreams until you’re
gone. When I say gone, I mean when you leave this world—when you go
somewhere that you’ve only dreamed about.


I’ve written every word into these pages to
share from beginning to end a life on the edge. I put pen to paper to bring to
you how I’ve lived, cried, laughed for seventy-five short years. This book is
not about any eight-to-five days that I’ve endured; no, it’s about what made my
life worthwhile. These handful of chapters are meant to rekindle that spirit we
here in America used to wake up with. I’ve lived through these chapters; so can
you.


Now, read and enjoy! When you reach the last
chapter, we’ll talk again, so hang on and let’s get started.














 


In the Beginning


From Diapers to Boxers 1951–1969


 


 


As any boy would do, I loved my mother and
father. It was Dad who taught me to work hard, hunt, and fish with a little
prayer thrown in. It was Mom who defended us kids from all evil and was the one
we went to for support. Although my dad’s bad temper eventually wore her down,
she did a lot for us, and I love her that much more for it. She made all of us
go to church on Sundays, with my brother, my sister, and me attending Bible
school. It was the Methodist Church right on Magnolia Avenue in downtown Arlington,
California. We attended every Sunday morning until Dad stopped going; there was
just too much work on the ranch. Soon after this, the family quit going as a
whole. My mother took us kids to Bible school for a while, but Dad would tell
her many times she had work at home. Mom was religious, and I don’t believe
that she ever gave up trying to believe in a higher being.


I was born with a love for every living
creature and a sense for right and wrong; my dad was just the opposite. He was
born and raised on a dirt-poor ranch near Dilley, Texas, along with his
thirteen brothers and sisters, and I’ll bet they didn’t have time to care about
anything but finding rent money and food. He and his siblings harvested crops, including
cotton and truck crops, all the way from Texas to Michigan and back.


The single most important and life-changing
moment in my younger years took place when a motion picture called The Tall
Men came out, and we were able to see it on our black-and-white tube-filled
TV. The movie was all about the star doing the right thing. He cared for his
horse, his men (who all loved him), and of course the femme fatale. The entire
movie was made up of the battle between right and wrong and how he instantly
knew what to do and say. He was a man’s man, and his character became my hero.
Not long after this we saw The Searchers, starring one of my heroes, and
we saw it in color. Once again, the theme was the same: A man must at all times
do the right thing, easy or not. You were good to the critters, nice to the
ladies, and whipped hell out of the bad men.


The die was cast, and by the time I was
thirteen, my dad and I had only two things in common: hunting and hard work. My
father ran everything, including my 4-H projects. I learned at an early age to
just go along with him. On the other hand, my mother embodied everything that
was good, and there is no telling where I’d have ended up without her and her
willingness to go toe-to-toe with my dad. When I say toe-to-toe, which was
usually at dinner, it almost always finished with violence. On many occasions,
I found myself standing between my mom and my dad to keep him away from her.
These were hard years for every one of us and didn’t end until the three of us
kids left home right after graduating from high school. We grew up drinking and
fighting. We learned not to trust anyone.
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When I turned fourteen, my dad taught me to
fight and to hit hard. He’d invite friends over if they had a boy about my age
and then encourage us to fight. I learned to fight and to hit for absolutely no
reason. My mother finally put her foot down when Dad wanted to take me to a
boxing gym for lessons. Our ranch parties were renowned throughout the county
and for the wrong reasons—mostly whiskey and girls, with of course a good
brawl! What better way to end a party. Back then, all of this seemed normal to
me. By the time I hit sixteen years of age, I could work a twelve-hour day and
still make time for a good fight. I’d also developed an extraordinary taste for
whiskey and Marlboro cigarettes, which damn near killed my brother and me out
behind the barn. My brother and I learned some great things out behind that old
barn, just to learn later in life that most of what we had enjoyed wasn’t legal
at our age. We got used to the Saturday night family fights that were a
constant part of our lives, which included a large measure of gunplay. All
three of us kids, plus my mother, had one or maybe two angels in our hind
pockets.


Those two movies had stayed with me throughout
this time, and at sixteen I began to stand up for right and against wrong
wherever I was, including at home with my dad. I’ve somehow known all my life
that any kind of prejudice or abuse, physical or mental, was just plain wrong.
I began to fight back.


It was right about then that I expressed an
interest in dating. My dad advised me to make sure the girl was good looking.
The only advice I received about intimacy with the opposite sex was from my
mom. First, she went out and purchased The Amy Vanderbilt Complete Book of
Etiquette. Then she made me read it and practice good manners with her
every day after school. She taught me that women and girls are special and to
treat them that way. This was then and is still now sage advice. My major
difficulty? Mom and Dad did agree on one thing: Don’t ever even think about
dating anyone who was poor or didn’t come from a successful family. So, my
beloved mother and I started to drift apart, too.


In the following chapters you’ll get a hint of
life with my dad and mom on that ranch, and a hint is all you’ll get; you see,
I believe even to this day that they did the best they could do, and in fact us
kids got a better raising than my mom and dad did. After all, each generation
learns from the prior generation, and so on.


I’m now long in the tooth and have had the
most adventurous life that you can imagine, from bucking horses and bulls to
logging and heavy construction, and let me not forget ballroom dancing, cutting
horses, and cattle. I’ve hunted and ranched all over the West, and if it was
good the first time I always came back for more. Yes, my younger years were
probably a little more exciting than I needed, but if it hadn’t been for those
two movies and trying to live up to and stand up to my dad, well, I’d have had
an ordinary life instead of one hell of a wild and fulfilling journey. One
thing I know for sure is that you can live a hell-raising life without hurting
anyone in any way!


Mom and Dad? I owe my life to the two of them
and to the Lord Almighty, without whom I’d have never made it. They gave me the
gift of life, and it’s been a great one.


 


Now, on to the details…
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Stinky and Brown


One Freckle-Faced Girl 1959–1965


 


 


It was early summer in the year of 1959, and I
had just turned eight years old in June with only one wish: a horse of my own.
Our ranch in Riverside, California, was owned by a businessman in town, and we
leased a good share of it for a few dairy cows and sheep—but no horses. I got
on my first horse, a pony, in the kids’ area at the Hemet Fair, and all I
remember now about the occasion was crying both before and after my dad put me
on top of the little beast. All the ponies were tied to a wheel that went round
and round. What could go wrong? Nothing. I cannot remember why I cried; but,
thinking back on the occasion, I had waited so long to ride a horse just like
my afternoon Western movie heroes. It was just too much for me.


It was shortly after this event, which somehow
is still in my dreams, that our landlord purchased a horse for his daughter and
kept it at their home down the street. I didn’t get a chance to go see it, but
I heard about it; that little mare was brown-colored and stinky. I had a crush
on his daughter—you know how it is when you’re nine years old (or do you?)—but
all I remember now is her long red hair, her freckles, and that once, when she
was with her dad, she looked at me—pretty important stuff when you’re nine! The
most important thing I learned was that whenever that redheaded little angel
went to ride her, the little mare would buck her off.


At that age, my father taught me to ride
horses that bucked, rolled, kicked, bit, and had a generally bad attitude. He’d
somehow gotten it into his head that I was good with horses and could ride
anything. I can remember feeling a lot of pressure whenever Dad asked me to
ride a rank horse in front of his friends; I was scared to death that I’d let
him down. Some of those caballos were so nasty that my dad put a wet gunny sack
over their heads to give me time to get in the saddle. I also saw him bite them
on the ear on several occasions. I don’t recommend any of these methods,
especially biting their ear! (Unless you have false teeth and life insurance.)


We had an old saddle that had been handcrafted
down in Mexico. It was built with bad horses in mind; the swells and cantle
were so large and tall that you literally had to squeeze yourself down into the
seat. This didn’t bode well for me when the horse would fall or roll over while
trying to launch me towards the moon. I was never thrown from this saddle, and
it saved me from a good thrashing had I been thrown. I remember one horse who
bucked so long and hard that I spit blood up for the rest of the day. On my
dad’s place you had better be manly (or so I thought) while staying alive.


I was ready when the ranch owner and his
daughter brought Little Miss Stinky to our place and asked for help. This was
my first chance to see this Morgan/Quarter Horse cross, a hellion of a mare,
and a chance for that redheaded girl to see my manliness. I took my time and
walked slowly around the little demon as if I were sizing her up, when actually
I was scared to death. My dad was in his glory when he told our landlord, “My
son, Billy, will ride her and fix her for your daughter.” I didn’t know enough
to ask my dad what he meant by fix because the horse I was looking at
was, although only a little over fourteen hands, built like a brick house with
little or no withers to place those saddle swells over. No, I was more than a
little concerned about my reputation as a horseman—and for my skin. My father
had spread stories near and wide about my ability to ride the toughest of
horses. Ten years old may be young now, but back then you pulled your weight on
that ranch.


We all waited until it was straight-up noon so
the dew would be off the grass where I would ride the mare, and so the heat of
the day might slow her down. I led her out to a twenty-acre piece of permanent
pasture and then tied her to an old snubbing post that had at least a dozen
circular rope marks burned into it. I then tried to bridle her. Try as I would,
nothing was getting between her teeth but a couple of horse flies. All the
while my dad was hollering at me to “make the no-good SOB do what you want.”
(Easier said than done.) I finally just slipped a rope halter over her head.
While my dad held on to her, I put that Navajo blanket on her back and then, in
a moment of sheer bravery, that unforgiving Mexico-made rig. Little Miss Stinky
stood without moving so much as a hair; however, wherever I went, she had at
least one eye on me. The little mare let me cinch her up and attach a one-inch
cotton lead to either side of her halter. When riding tough horses, two buck
reins are best—and a little praying doesn’t hurt either.


The big moment had arrived. As my dad readied
his gunny sack, I straightened my brand-new hat and my bolo tie. (The girl with
all those red curls was right there watching.) By now, my mom along with my
brother and sister had come out to see what my dad was making me do. As my dad
covered the little mare’s face with that wet gunny sack, I swung my leg over
and grabbed the far-side stirrup in true cowboy fashion. That stinky little
brick house never moved, at least not until I bumped her with my spurs.


It all happened with the speed of a
locomotive. Did she buck? Oh yes, she bucked, rolled her belly to the sun, and
frog-walked her way back and forth across those twenty acres of chewed-up
ground. She bit both of my knees and broke half the strands on both my front
and rear cinches. She took me for a free trip (no charge) through a barbed-wire
fence, ripping one pant leg all the way to my skin, which meant I was showing
way too much of me. Little Miss Nasty even laid down and tried to roll over on
me.


I rode this piece of brown hair all afternoon
until she was just too tired to buck and snort any longer. I rode her another
hour or so and then brought her in for feed and water. Our landlord and his
daughter had run home for lunch and arrived back to see me put the worn-out
bucker into her stall. I had a hard time walking as my legs just wouldn’t straighten
out. In addition, some other areas of a personal nature would be a long time
healing up. My dad had his chest out when he declared, “My son, Billy, will
ride the mare for a month and iron all the kinks out of her before we send her
home; after all, no one wants your daughter to be injured.” I felt badly
underappreciated. I had injuries that I wouldn’t even look at myself.


I rode that horse every day for the next
month, and she never bucked again after that first meeting between us. She
turned out to be the sweetest little horse, and, not having a horse of my own,
I grew more attached to her than I should have. Our landlord, who had watched
this little mare buck and squeal with enthusiasm, decided to wait until his
daughter was twelve to bring the horse home. He asked me if I’d ride the rough
off her for a couple of years. My dad and I had no choice about this
arrangement, but on the bright side I finally had a horse to ride.


My happiness soon turned a little sour. You
see, my dad’s way of taking care of livestock was very different from mine. The
little mare was stinky because of a skin infection, but when I went to bathe
and clean her up, my father wouldn’t let me waste water on a horse! This mare
needed a good shoeing, vaccinations, and her teeth floated. Although our
landlord was willing to pay for these things, my dad was averse to spoiling any
animal, especially a horse. I went to my mom for help with my dad, and the fighting
began. Even as a young man I knew that if you owned a critter, you needed to
take care of it. My mom and dad fought many times over my ideas, but thankfully
my mother won out. (She had her ways.)


School had started again, and every day I’d
get off that big yellow bus, change clothes, and ride my newly found friend who
no longer stank. She and I spent every evening and weekend riding all over the
county, until one day another rancher saw the two of us about ten miles from
home. He took it upon himself to call my parents, and thus ensued another round
of yelling and fighting. Thank God for my mom, who so far had been able to
stand her ground. The decision was made. From then on, I could ride after my homework
was done but not after dark. I was admonished to never stop and talk to anyone
and most importantly to never, and I mean never, ride that horse down to the
gypsy wagons parked just southwest of our place.


Our landlord and his daughter never came to
see or check on the little mare, and I began to hope that they never would.


One of my jobs on the ranch was night
irrigator for all the perma-nent pastures; this was accomplished by flood
irrigation. I left that mare saddled, and when my old alarm clock would give
its somewhat mourn-ful ringing every three hours, the two of us would ride out
into the pitch black so that I could move the flow of the well water. I’d just
drop the reins on the ground and leave the little mare there in the darkness.
She was always waiting right where I’d left her when I came back. It wasn’t
long after this that I obtained permission from my mom to ride her on moonlit
nights, and if it was a weekend I could ride all night long.


I learned, or that little mare taught me, to
mount at a full gallop. I’d whistle to her, and when she galloped by, I’d make
a flying mount. I never let my parents witness this! I could mount her from
either side, including the end where the hay comes out. I had a real friend in
this mare, and she began to change my life. Horses are magical. We learned
where all the peach and avocado trees were hidden on the neighboring ranch, and
I always went home to my mom with my saddle bags loaded. Once, while we were crossing
a little stream, the cinch broke, and my saddle and I slid right down the
little mare’s neck and into about a foot of muddy water. She just stood and
waited while I gathered up my wet self and saddle before we walked home.


Unknown to my parents, I’d made friends with
every rancher and farmer within ten miles of our place, often times stopping
for a good visit. (I liked people.) Several miles from home, there lived an
older couple who would, upon seeing me coming down their dusty lane, put out
iced tea and sandwiches; they even let my horse graze in their front yard while
I ate. I’ve never forgotten these folks.


Things must have been going too well when my
father came home from work with a brand-new saddle. Now the begging began. I
wanted to ride in that new saddle at least once. He didn’t have a horse to
ride, but he had made plans to purchase two horses called Duke and Rusty. It
took some considerable time to get him to let me put that brand-new
Hereford-brand saddle on the little brown mare. Finally, early one Saturday
morning, I got my chance. Without waiting, I cinched that still-shiny rig on
her back and off we went. I rode in a new direction. I wanted to see some new
country now that my horse and I were all dressed up. The day was long and hot,
and so about noon I turned for home. Being unfamiliar with this new area, I
rode across someone’s private property, and that someone came running out of
their one-room shack yelling and shooting at me with a shotgun! I pushed that
mare into a gallop and stayed down low on the other side of the saddle. Just
before we could make a clean getaway, that old man put a load of buckshot along
the right-hand side of my dad’s saddle.


He had missed me and my little mare, and I was
grateful we weren’t hurt, but now I had a big problem. I rode home in complete
fear of my dad; he was still making payments on his new saddle. With an
overload of courage, I told my dad what had happened and how I had gotten away
by clinging to the side of my horse and his saddle while galloping hard for the
horizon. My father stood and listened to my story and then surveyed the damage
to his saddle. He rushed into the house to tell my mother about my not-so-little
escapade, and to call and tell his wild-man brothers about how I escaped those
shotgun pellets. To my dad, I’d had a great adventure. He went on bragging
about this incident, and not one word was ever said about his now-not-so-new
saddle.


The one thing that I stayed in constant
trouble for was that gypsy camp. You see, every time I rode out that ranch
gate, that little brown mare insisted on riding directly to those old gypsy
wagons. Admittedly I had something to do with this; however, in my defense, I
knew better than to get off my horse when visiting this forbidden place.


It wasn’t long after, on a bright and sunny
Saturday morning, our landlord showed up pulling a horse trailer and took that
little brown mare home. This was done without ceremony, and in an
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Trouble brewing; where is that freckle-faced girl? Riverside, California.





image003.jpg
My mom, the femme fatale. Laguna Beach, California, 1948.
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