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“Cattle Easier to Handle than Snakes on Peninsula Drive”

Leon Hale

Matagorda Peninsula – In any cow camp you hear a good measure of half-serious complaining.  In this one, the gripes seem to deal mainly with getting up so early, and having to catch a horse in the dark when you can’t see the rattlesnakes.

That seems a fair complaint to me.  This old strip of land is home to an awful lot of snakes.

I’m here to watch a cattle drive up the southwest half of Matagorda Peninsula, where the Huebner family and the Arnold Estate keep cattle in the winter.  They’re bringing the cows off the peninsula now, as they do every spring ahead of hurricane season.

This is not the last or the only cattle drive in creation by any means but it’s a big one and has some unique angles, as you’ll see if you stick with me another day or two.

The cowboys doing this work aren’t joshing about “catchin’ horses and killin’ snakes at the same time.”  They’re still a day’s ride from the mouth of the Colorado River, where they’ll leave the peninsula, and they’ve already killed 16 rattlers.

I count 15 riders saddled up right now.  The youngest is Russ Huebner who’s 14.  His father, D. J. Huebner, has been making this drive for 40 years and he is only 46.  Some of the riders are middle-aged, long experienced cowboys who’ve ridden on the peninsula all their lives.

A few of the riders have taken vacations from their regular jobs to make this drive because they love the work.  One of these, for example, is a Matagorda County deputy sheriff, Bruce Sciba.

Voss McCrosky is a pro cattle-worker hired for the drive by the Arnold interests.  He grins and says, “We got a lot of riders on this trip, but not many cowboys.”  They all look capable to me, though.  Excellent riders, and they are on the finest horses.

Now and then somebody will hit the dirt.  McCrosky shrugs about that.  “This mare I’m on,” he told me, “she’s throwed me nine times, but I wouldn’t sell her.  I’ve got 30 head of saddle horses and every one’ll pitch, at times.  Dam horse won’t pitch, ain’t no count.”

The guy I’ve really enjoyed getting acquainted with down here is D. J. “Little Jack” Huebner, lean and straight-backed and bow-legged.  He looks cured out, like saddle leather.  When he opens his mouth I’ve learned to hold my breath and listen close, because he talks low and slow and there’s nearly always a little barb of arid humor on the end of what he has to say.

Like Tank Frazier, who runs cattle with the Huebners, was saying everybody got up too early.  Said by 5 o’clock the cook had fed the crew and washed his pans and gone on back to bed.

Huebner commented, “Well, a good thing about getting up early that way, gives you a chance to eat breakfast and get a little rest.”

I’ve spent most of my time down here so far with Virgil Townley, who’s in charge of things for the Arnold Estate.  He runs up and down the beach in a little four-wheel drive vehicle and does a flock of things that need doing.  Virgil’s one of these guys can do anything – fly an airplane, fix broken-down machinery, sail a boat, build a house.  He’s even been in the newspaper business, in the end of it that counts.  I mean he owned one, at Port Lavaca.

Lot of wolves on this peninsula.  Townley and I tried to spot some but they were too slick to let us.  Saw a lot of fresh tracks.  The peninsula used to be covered with jackrabbits.  Some think Hurricane Carla wiped them all out in ’61.  Some say no, wolves cleaned ‘em out.

Last night I was thinking how different this cattle drive is than, the Salt Grass Trail or any of the festive trail rides so popular now.  You don’t have any late-night poker games or song-singings on this little outing.  No boozing, either.  If there’s one drink of whiskey on this drive it’s sure been kept a secret from me.  After supper, these cowboys are so tired some of ‘em don’t even wait for dark to hit the blankets.

When all these cattle, maybe as many as 800 head, get to the middle of this peninsula they’ll have to swim the Colorado River.  Tell you about that Thursday.

