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this personal memoir from cowboy 
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“Nearly every morning one of us would wrangle the horses. 
Occasionally there was other, more compelling, work to be 
done, but we preferred to ride. We kept a wrangle horse 
‘up’ by picketing him to the gatepost at the back door of our 
grandparents’ house. 

As was the case with the ones we rode, we rotated the 
wrangle horse. Not all members of the cavvy were fit to 
ride to gather the rest, however. Some were afflicted with 
defects—a fistula, cinch sore or wire cut. Some were packing 
just a bit too much of that hot Thoroughbred blood crazying 
them up, so using them for running in the other horses 
rendered them mentally unfit to ride for weeks. Some were 
either permanently or temporarily unsound. Some were not 
sufficiently broken and considered too green for the job. . . . 

Our shared grandfather was the only adult on the ranch 
who understood, and believed, our remuda to be comprised of 
real horses. They most definitely were not mere stick horses. 
From his rocking chair on the screened porch, Grandpa would 
watch us wrangle. He understood what we were doing and 
probably didn’t approve, though he never spoke of it. . . .” 

    —excerpted from “Stick Horses”
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Lively tales from the 
true American West
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Nearly every morning one of us would wrangle the horses. 
Occasionally there was other, more compelling, work to be 
done, but we preferred to ride. We kept a wrangle horse 
“up” by picketing him to the gatepost at the back door of our 
grandparents’ house. 

As was the case with the ones we rode, we rotated the wrangle 
horse. Not all members of the cavvy were fit to ride to gather 
the rest, however. Some were afflicted with defects—a fistula, 
cinch sore or wire cut. Some were packing just a bit too much of 
that hot Thoroughbred blood crazying them up, so using them 
for running in the other horses rendered them mentally unfit to 
ride for weeks. Some were either permanently or temporarily 
unsound. Some were not sufficiently broken and considered 
too green for the job.

Our wrangle pasture was defined by the decorative twisted 
and woven wire fence, its top domed and scalloped like cathedral 
windows. The wire was stapled to juniper and pitch pine posts, 
enclosing the yard at the larger of two ranch homes.

Our shared grandfather was the only adult on the ranch 
who understood, and believed, our remuda to be comprised of 

Stick Horses
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If it were to be a serious ride, we would choose something to 
fit the task. A big circle, gathering either imaginary wild cattle 
(or wild sticks) to replenish gaps in the cavvy, would dictate 
the selection of a big, stout, “all heart, no brains” rough ash or 
gate-stick-sized pitch pine that would ooze pungent “snot” or 
“sweat” into your left palm as you rode. If “working the herd” 
was the order of the day, a supple, limber, lightning-quick willow 
was selected. 

We had a few “show”—or more accurately—“show-off” 
steeds for those rare opportunities when company or relatives 
from Back East (which meant from any place east of Miles City 
or west of Billings) were expected. One of these show horses 
was a length of milled quarter-round left in the salt house, a 
remnant of some long-forgotten carpenter’s construction—a 
“Quarter Horse” in our nomenclature, but more of the frail 
Arab-type in reality. Another was a straight-grained juniper that 
we had pared to its rich sorrel core with a forbidden drawknife. 
We both loved “Cedar” and each spring would curry and shed 
a winter’s coat of gray by sanding it on the sickle-sharpening 
grindstone, which we peddled in turns. Our favorite? A classy 
diamond willow we acquired by devious means. Both Carol and 
I coveted and loved “Diamond,” and his contentious ownership 
was finally resolved in my favor by consenting to be examined 
after having dropped my overalls and underdrawers for her 
close and complete inspection.

Annually, in late July or early August, we would run in a fresh 
herd of “green horses” to break. They were gathered from various 
ranges, but their favorite haunts were behind the blacksmith shop, 
on the south side of the chicken house and at the base of the steep 
winter-sledding hill where the hog pasture fell off towards the 
creek. After a rain, which made gathering easier, we would ride 
a couple of stout circle horses into the green horse range. After 
circling and holding up the gather, we would dismount, ground 
tie our broke horses and begin to “work the herd” on the tall, 
broad-leafed horse weeds, pulling them from the manure-rich 

real horses. They most definitely were not mere stick horses. 
From his rocking chair on the screened porch, Grandpa would 
watch us wrangle. He understood what we were doing and 
probably didn’t approve, though he never spoke of it. The 
blood meandering through his ever-weakening heart to his 
ever-decreasing brain cells was more inclined to cause him to 
favor the sheep and black-and-white collie dogs of earlier years 
than cattle and horses. Our feelings about our grandfather were 
comprised of a mixture of mild fear and slight revulsion. We 
feared that which we did not understand. We were mystified 
by his mumbled words and purposeless wanderings. We were 
repulsed by his scents of sour breath, sweat and soiled woolen 
underwear. While he didn’t talk directly to us, he was not 
silent. Once, when we were intensely focused upon a bull 
snake swallowing two hen’s eggs from a nest hidden behind the 
latticework under the porch, Grandpa slipped up behind us in 
his noiseless sheepskin slippers and loudly said, “Umpaugh-
paugh!” scaring the bejesus out of both of us.

After wrangling, we would each select our mount for the 
day. This decision required a great deal of consideration and 
was never a hasty one. The wrangler might, for instance, report 
that during the gather it was discovered that ”Cedar” or that 
buckskin “Willow” or even “Hard Ash” appeared to be a bit 
lame. Of course, we couldn’t ride them until they were once 
again judged to be sound. We considered whose turn it was in 
the rotation and “who needed rode.” The final decision was also 
based on the purpose of the ride, which was a result of much 
palaver and negotiation before arriving at a mostly mutual 
agreement.

Sometimes we rode purely for pleasure, selecting a well-broke, 
easy-traveling mount upon which to get the mail, to gather the 
eggs in a small galvanized bucket, to ride up and wrestle the lid off 
the black cast-iron kettle and sniff the fermenting barley for the 
hogs, or to assay the garden for ripe tomatoes or sufficiently sized 
cucumbers, which we delivered to both houses in the egg bucket.
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a female hobo. Instead she was merely a grub line rider, or a 
bum. She would work the ranches and grocery-carrying general 
stores looking for food. I’m unsure as to how she made her 
rounds. I speculate that she caught a ride with the kindly stage 
driver, Emmett Boslaugh, on his trips to the Forsyth post office 
and the Cheyenne Reservation Agency in Lame Deer. Despite 
living with the Cheyennes, I’m not sure she was a member of 
the local tribe. Apparently she had no permanent home or 
family to help with her basic needs. Had she been Cheyenne, 
their cultural tradition of respect and caring for their elders 
would have prevented her having to live off handouts. She 
may have been Sioux. The close alliance between that tribe 
and the Cheyennes could explain her presence in our area. She 
communicated in the Cheyenne language, understood some 
English, but did not, to my knowledge, speak it.

Tippy Toe was quite discriminate in her begging. Many of our 
neighbors have no recollection of her. Ours was apparently the 
only ranch in the immediate neighborhood where she would 
periodically drop by for a handout. My mother, or Carol’s, must 
have baked bread on a certain set day of the week because Tippy 
Toe would show up regularly on baking day.

When Carol or I detected Tippy Toe slowly gimping down 
the lane from the mailbox, we had ample time to catch and 
mount fast horses, ride up and circle this wrinkled, blanketed, 
moccasined beggar as she approached. While fascinated by her, 
we were equally as wary of her as of a great gray bear or one of 
the wolves so hated by our grandfather. We knew, you see. We 
lived along the creek traveled by Custer and the 7th on their 
way to the Little Horn. We knew what happened to them. We 
knew who did it. We knew that Indians were godless savages 
that scalped innocent victims and, if they thought they could 
get away with it, kidnapped small white children and forced 
them to become either slaves or Indians. So we approached 
Tippy Toe with both fear and fascination while mounted on 
quick, ears-up, skittish, snorting, shying steeds. 

ground by their roots. It was hard, physically demanding work 
made even more so due to the fact that both Carol and I suffered 
from hay fever and were especially allergic to horseweed pollen. 
With binder twine, we tied in a slipknot around their thick necks. 
“It don’t matter if a few choke plumb to death; the range is full 
of ’em,” we’d say, as we tied them up to the heavy steel swiveled 
ring set in the concrete wall of the barn’s lower floor. Once we 
were satisfied that they had learned not to pull back, we would 
proceed to “rough ’em up and sack ’em out.” As we pruned the 
large leaves from the stalk, using a discarded rusty serrated 
mower sickle section, we would slap them with the leaves until 
they became accustomed to the new stimulus and quit flinching. 
The manes (long, tangled root hairs) and tails (allergy-inducing 
flower tassels) were left untrimmed and ragged, befitting the 
wild, unbroken state of these green broncs. While one “eared the 
bronc” the other would gingerly climb aboard trembling with fear, 
bravado and adrenalin for that first ride. “Turn him loose!” the 
rider would shout and go off on a wild, flatulent ride that resulted 
in either an eventual runaway or a bone-crunching buck off. It 
bothered me that Carol was the better roughstock rider. Perhaps 
it was genetic. Her father was superior to my dad forking a bronc, 
but there was some consolation in the fact that my horses handled 
better and were faster than hers. 

         

Although I’ve quizzed family members, Cheyenne 
Reservation residents and neighbors about her real name, my 
inquiries have proven to be inconclusive. A few have thought 
her name might have been Bessie Crooked Nose. If this is 
the case, I doubt that Carol or I ever knew it. Because of her 
limping, walking-stick-aided gait, we called her “Tippy Toe.”

Had we lived along a railroad, or a paved road, such as the 
Yellowstone Highway on the south side of the river by the county 
seat, fifty dirt-road miles away, she would have been considered 
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bank along the creek, towards the county road.
One day, after she had eaten and had drunk a blue enamelware 

cup or two of coffee laced with thick cream and enough sugar 
so that the remnants had to be salvaged and licked from her 
index finger, she rose and in retrieving her walking stick saw, 
at the same instant as Carol and I, that our entire remuda was 
still in lounging, hipshot by the yard gate. In our haste to meet 
and escort Tippy Toe, we had forgotten to gather the rest of 
the remuda in the crook of our right arms and scatter them 
around the yard where they could water and graze. We had 
forgotten! Tippy Toe gathered the horses in the crook of her 
own left arm and we initially assumed she was going to take 
the responsibility of spreading them about the yard. But no! 
She began working the herd! Casting aside the wispy cutting 
horses, the green broncs and any of suspect stamina or with 
conformational defects, she was sorting into her keeper cut all of 
our best equines. She paused and smiled at us as she caressed the 
neck of Carol’s prized Cedar, and my beloved Diamond. “Piva! 
Ish piva! Ha ho!” (Good! Very good! Thank you!) she exclaimed. 
If we had understood, we would have only been impressed by 
her unerring ability to select for stamina, beauty and quality.

As she started up the hill towards the county road, we ran to 
Grandpa and simultaneously and hysterically reported to him 
that our horses had been stolen in an Indian raid. We tried to 
convince him that with quick and decisive action there was still 
time to not only prevent a felony and the possible shedding of 
blood but to rescue the horses!

“Umpaugh paugh,” Grandpa said, as he playfully poked his 
pointing finger into our tummies.

Having come to understand that Grandpa had been raised 
under a strict Scottish Presbyterian code and had never uttered 
a swear word in his entire life, I boldly decided to go for broke 
and hopefully shock him into action. “Dammit to hell, Grandpa, 
the bastard sonofabitch stole our horses!” I screamed to Carol’s 
amazement. “Umpaugh . . . paugh . . . ,” Grandpa said.

Reining in, we would follow Tippy Toe at a safe distance, 
observing, as she limped along, that the toe of her right moccasin 
was worn through, while the heel, never touching the ground, was 
barely scuffed. Choosing the back steps of one of our homes, Tippy 
Toe would settle herself until discovered by some responsible 
adult. My cousin and I, keeping a safe distance from, and a vigil 
with, the old woman, would wait. If no adult appeared, she would 
arthritically rise and enter the house to slowly and quietly wander 
around examining and admiring its contents until finally, satisfied 
with her reconnaissance, settling into a comfortable chair. Once 
she hand-rolled a cigarette and struck a match on the wooden 
arm of the chair, leaving a permanent scorch scar. As she sat, she 
would often smile at us and whisper words as incomprehensible 
as those of Grandpa, and maybe hum a dissonant tune. We three 
would wait. And watch.

Most times, however, she was discovered as she waited on the 
back steps of the ranch house. “Hy yaw!” she would say and nod 
in a rocking bow. “Hy yaw.” Then “Veho’ kok’ en hy ya,” which meant 
“bread.” After the crusty home-baked bread was delivered a whole 
loaf at a time to her surprisingly smooth, unwrinkled hands, 
“k’Oy umsk!” (“butter”) she’d demand. A huge bowl of freeform 
butter, yellow as the summer sun and sweating with beads of 
clear buttermilk that only endless hand working could eliminate, 
would be delivered. From under her cotton blanket, worn over 
her head as a scarf and wrapped around her body, she would 
produce a curved-blade skinning knife, beveled on only one side, 
with a stained copper-riveted wooden handle. She would carve 
off a huge slab of bread, then before buttering or eating a bite, she 
would tear off a small chunk, mumble some words and toss the 
morsel over her shoulder—for the Spirits, we learned later.

After she had eaten, picked all the crumbs from her lap 
with moistened fingertips and rested for a bit, she would rise. 
Then, taking her walking stick from where it leaned on the yard 
gatepost, she would—in her rocking, limping, toe-down, heel-
up gait—go back up the barbed-wire-fenced lane, past the cut 
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said, “I don’t know. I guess we sort of inherited that poor old 
woman. This country of ours used to be theirs. We got it after 
our friend took it away from them. My dad, your grandpa, got 
squeezed and starved out in Scotland. Your other grandpa was 
in the cavalry. Maybe we felt we owed her in some way. It’s hard 
to say, but the reason she limped was because she had her heel 
shot off by a .45-70 bullet from a cavalry rifle at, I think, the 
Battle of Wounded Knee, when she was about the age of you 
and Carol back when you used to play stick horses. Maybe that’s 
why. Hell, Wallace, I don’t know.”

We flying-mounted a couple of the remnants of our remuda 
and, cutting below the chicken house and behind the hog house 
and shop, raced to head Tippy Toe off at the narrow spot in 
the lane against the cut bank. We made it with time to spare. 
Panting and petting our steeds on the neck to settle and reassure 
them, we waited to confront our enemy.

We stood our ground. She closed the gap. We stood our 
ground. Suddenly, surprising me as I was about to weaken, Carol 
dashed in and grabbed for Cedar. Tippy Toe fended Carol off 
with her own poor excuse of a tired walking-stick horse, greasy 
and sweat-stained about its neck and head, its unshod hooves 
quarter cracked and worn to the quick, its barked and tattered 
hide scarred and flyblown. As we regrouped and prepared for 
another desperate act, the old Indian woman reached beneath 
her blanket, retrieved her skinning knife and triumphantly 
laughed as she slashed it through the air about her as if it were a 
cavalry saber. We abandoned our horses and ran for home.

After the skirmish with Tippy Toe and the loss of most of 
our stick horse flesh, we developed other interests. We went 
through a bow and arrow phase. We declared war on the 
English sparrows nesting in the barn loft. When we were able 
to get hooks, we became serious fishers of the creek for the 
suckers, bullheads and minnows that swam in its warm, murky 
pools. With the help of a Rat Terrier, “Dewey,” and a papered 
Newfoundland, “Cappy,” we became nearly professional cat 
chasers. But our stick horse days were over. Maybe we just 
outgrew that particular game.

Decades later, after Carol was killed in an automobile 
accident, I asked her father, my Uncle Evan, about Tippy Toe 
and why she was indulged and fed on our ranch. I wished that 
I had queried my parents or my aunt, since they were more 
inclined to lend insight into answering my question, but they, 
like my grandfather, had died by that time. In his curt, decisive 
manner, however, my uncle’s explanation put that, and many 
other unasked questions, into perspective and context. He 
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I’ve never lived in town, so I might be wrong, but I’ve always 
thought that we rural folks get more unsolicited phone calls 
than our urban neighbors. I don’t believe that city dwellers are 
called upon to provide directory service, for instance. Doug & 
Kim McRae live just up the creek two mailboxes from us but 
are on a different telephone exchange. They are listed under 
Lame Deer, while we have a Rosebud number. No one knows 
this, so they find our number and call us and either start a 
conversation with someone they assume to be them, or ask us 
if we know their number. My neighbor Bill Allison is on the 
Ashland exchange, but folks know that we are across-the-
fence neighbors, so they call us. Our number is only one digit 
different from the Longhorn Bar in Rosebud—a six versus a 
nine—so drunks, and some others who may not be drunk—just 
confused, or suffering from faulty eyesight—call our number. 
Rita Philbrick often misdials her son, Newell, and gets our 
number. She asks, “Who is this? 

I know Rita’s voice, so I reply, “This is Wally, Rita.”
“Where’s Newell?”
“I don’t know.”

Census

“Why are you answering his phone?”
“I’m not. You called our number.” After this report, Rita 

recognizes my voice, apologizes and we have a delightful visit 
ending with one or the other saying, “Come visit sometime.” 

I further believe that people in town don’t get calls from 
house siding, fence post, lightning rod or farm machinery 
salespersons. Maybe they do. But I bet they don’t get constant 
calls from the septic tank people. How do they know? I don’t 
even want to think about our septic tank, let alone talk to some 
stranger about it.

The very worst, however, are the farm census people. First 
of all, they send out a questionnaire form. Usually you get the 
short form. This comes every ten years and only takes an hour 
or so to fill out. I tolerate them . . . usually. Occasionally we 
rurals are the recipients of the dreaded LONG FORM. There 
is no way on God’s green earth that one of these can be even 
answered. And forget about being accurate. So the form goes in 
the “ignore for now file” until maybe six months later when you 
get the phone call from some civil service person that starts in 
by asking if you received your farm census form. By this time 
you have mistakenly assumed that the U. S. Department of 
Agriculture has decided they can continue to function without 
you putting in your input. They have not forgotten you. Once 
the nice civil servant, say . . . Mrs. Peterson, from Ohio, has 
established that you did get the form, she apologizes for calling 
you and assumes that you have recently “mailed the form in the 
envelope provided by the USDA.” Much as you hate to admit 
your incompetence, you admit that it is still around somewhere. 
“I could have another form sent,” Mrs. Peterson volunteers.

“How’s the weather in Ohio?” you ask.
She is not to be diverted. “Shall I have a replacement form 

sent?”
“No. I’m not going to fill it out.”
“Oh! But you must! The law is very specific. You must file,” 

she says.
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“Have you read the small print in the instructions concerning 
the legal implications of not filing the form, as opposed to 
falsifying the answers?” I inquire.

“No. But I am sure that the instructions advise you that you 
must file.”

“That is true,” I say. “But the fine and the jail term are 
both more severe if you are untruthful than if you just don’t 
fill the damn thing out. I read the instructions very carefully 
and since I want the short jail sentence and small fine—being 
short of both time and money—I can’t afford to complete the 
questionnaire.”

“I don’t think the instructions say that,” Mrs. Peterson 
asserts.

“Read the damn thing. That’s exactly what they say,” I fire 
back.

“If you are afraid of making mistakes, perhaps I could walk 
you through the paperwork. Do you have the form in front of 
you?”

“No.”
“I can wait until you find it.”
“No you can’t, unless you want to spend several hours while 

we go through the entire ‘forget about it’ file. I think maybe we 
threw it away. The instructions didn’t say we couldn’t do that.”

“Very well. I’ll have another census document mailed to you 
and will call you after I am sure you have received it. Thank you 
for your time.”

I say, “Don’t mention it.”
True to her word, Mrs. Peterson arranges to have another 

packet delivered and calls back. “Did you get the census 
mailing?” she asks. “Do you have it in front of you?” As before, 
she is disinclined to visit about the weather or anything else. 
“Yes, you have it? Well, let us get to work, then. How many 
acres do you own on your farm?”

“That’s a tough one.” I say.
“You don’t know how many acres you own?”   

 continued


