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Preface

When [ was studying animal husbandry at Louisiana Tech in
the late 1960s, I had a teammate on the football team named C.T.
“Speedy” Campbell. We shared a love for working cows by
horseback. We spent our college summers working on big
ranches in Montana for low pay instead of making some real
money roughnecking oftshore on the oil rigs.

Speedy grew up in Sulphur, and I knew that a lot of good
rodeo cowboys came from down there. I found out why when
Speedy told me of his experiences working cattle for ranchers
named Kinney, Lawton, and Vincent. I was surprised to learn
how big the cattle business was down there. It was so big and
such a part of the culture that Speedy could be excused from
school for a week in the spring to help gather cattle, brand
calves, and trail herds to and from the open woods south of
DeQuincy to the marsh below Hackberry. I thought such
things only happened long ago, and out West.

In later years, I published some articles about various cow-
boy experiences for Hestern Horseman magazine. When they
asked me to write something about cowboys in the South, as
many of their readers live there, I called up Speedy. He put me

in touch with Kent Ledoux, who manages the Gray Ranch, and
I began to learn about ranching in southwestern Louisiana by
staring at the south end of a northbound cow on a place called
Perry Ridge.

I ended up spending several months living and working on
the Gray Ranch. [ listened to the horsemen I met, and I felt a
calling to preserve the lives and stories of the old-time south
Louisiana cowboys I came to know. It is their stories I bring
you. Their lives are a direct link to the way of life led by the first
settlers in southwest Louisiana. We haven’t changed all that
much from our earliest beginnings, at least down here in the
“Neutral Strip”—the area between the Calcasieu and Sabine
Rivers in the extreme southwestern part of the state. We still
follow the grass in its seasons.

This is the story of a place—and the men, horses, and herd of
cows that lived there. It is a lonely and curious land, the far west-
ern fringe of the great grasslands that once covered southwest
Louisiana. At the center of this story is the Gray Ranch, head-
quartered at Ged, just west of Vinton, and extending all the way
to Johnsons Bayou and the Gulf of Mexico.




Perry Ridge, 1993. A small bunch is trailed to the pens. Though
prickly pear grows on the coastal dunes, lily pads are more common
than cactus in Louisiana’s sea of grass. (Photo courtesy Brad Weimar)

To look hard at this place uncovers a lot of Louisiana’s early
history, a history that has been little known and largely forgot-
ten. That history concerns cattle, horses, and the open range.
Raising cattle was the dominant economic pursuit in southwest
Louisiana for the first 125 years of its settlement history. The
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Gray Ranch and its “old herd” represented the last remnant of
the open range, migratory cattle ranching that once was the
central feature of southwest Louisiana. It lasted a long time,
through most of the twentieth century, long after the open
range and long trail drives ended in the far West.
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Introduction

Every recorded, primitive civilization in the world was built
directly on wild grasses supplemented by their cultivated kin.
—Leo Edward Melchers, Grasses in Kansas (1937)

Grass is that indispensable form of plant life without which civ-
ilization, as we know it, would not exist.

—Sellers Archer and Clarence Bunch,

The American Grass Book (1953)

Grasses are the greatest single source of wealth in the world.
—Agnes Chase, First Book of Grasses (1959)

Every American has the right as part of his cultural heritage to
stand in grass as high as his head in order to feel some small
measure of history coursing his veins and personally establish an
—William H. Elder, “Needs and
Problems of Grassland Preservation” (1961)

aesthetic bond with the past.

The reason cattle have figured so prominently in Louisiana’s
history is geography. Before Europeans arrived, and for a long
time afterward, southwest Louisiana was a tallgrass prairie. Four
thousand square miles of Louisiana—2,500,000 acres—was a
“sea of grass.” All the rice, soybean, and cotton fields we see
today were once covered in grass and wildflowers five feet high.
If one draws a line from a point on the Sabine River a few miles
north of Vinton, northeast to Ville Platte, and then south to St.
Martinville, that triangle is a rough approximation of the tall-
grass prairie region of Louisiana. It is divided by many rivers and
bayous, and the early settlers named the prairies after those
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waterways—Vermilion, Mermentau, and Mamou on the eastern
side and Calcasieu, Lacassine, and Sabine on the western side.
In time, the prairie region of Louisiana became known as the
“Cajun Prairie” because its culture was dominated by the peo-
ple of the Acadian exile.

Between those prairies and the Gulf lies a swath of land 110
miles long (from Vermilion Bay to the Sabine River) and approx-
imately 20 miles wide (from the Gulf of Mexico north to the
prairies), referred to as the chénicre plains. It covers more than
1,500,000 acres. People down here refer to it as the “marsh.”

The ultimate focus of our story is the Sabine Prairie (between







the Sabine and Calcasieu Rivers) and the chéniere plains below
it. This part of Louisiana is referred to as “the Neutral Strip,” or
“No Man’s Land.” It was the most remote and isolated part of
our state for a long time. The soil of the Sabine Prairie is thin-
ner and poorer in quality than the rest of the prairie region.
Consequently, less of it was put to the plow and more of'it has
remained in grass. Also, the woodlands reach closer to the
marsh, which oddly enough was actually an asset for ranching.
The old ways of cattle ranching dating back to the 1700s hung
on in No Man’s Land longer than anywhere else in Louisiana,
and until the 1970s, a vacher from the late eighteenth century
would have felt right at home. Men rode horses and cattle
walked to get where they needed to be.

Though the prairies and marshes are different, both furnish
forage. 'Taken together, the 4,000,000 acres of the Cajun
Prairie and the chénicre plains were the largest block of natural
grassland in the United States until Texas joined the union. It
remains unique in all of America.

This vast surface is flat and practically level because it was
formed by the sediment brought down by the Mississippi River.
When the Mississippi dropped its load of soil, it laid down a
layer of clay first, which created a hardpan almost impervious
to water and too hard for tree roots to penetrate. Indeed, that is

a major reason why this is rice country today—once flooded, it
holds the water.

When the first settlers arrived, the only trees on this vast
plain were found along the banks of watercourses, where the
soil from alluvial overflows became deep enough to allow trees,
usually the distinctive live oaks, to sink their roots. The prairies
were a vast stretch of tall grasses and wildflowers, literally a sea
of grass. The early settlers referred to this land in nautical terms
because the tree lines on the bayous give the impression of a
coastline, creating “coves” and “points” as they curve around,
hence place names like Gum Cove.

In the beginning, for the first 125 years of the state’s settle-
ment, it was grass—grass and the cattle and horses that grazed
it—that was the dominant scene of southwest Louisiana. The
firsthand accounts of our storytellers, the twentieth-century
vachers, reveal the last vestiges of the open range, migratory-
ranching activities that dominated the region’s early history.
What our storytellers did and how they did it stretches all the
way back to the first settlers here and their ranching activities.
Itisadirectlink to our ancestors’ lives on this land. Words with-
out context are meaningless—and it was the natural world that
was the context of their stories. That is what shaped their lives.
Their lives and the stories of their lives are a result of the grass.'
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