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COWBOY POETRY

More evidence of the universality and durability of frontier cowboy cul-
ture is found in the continuing popularity of a great array of Western or 
country music and art that emanated from the early days, as young men 
tried to entertain themselves on roundup or muster or on the droving 
trail. What follows is some relatively recent poetry from both continents 
that, like the enduring culture of the rodeos, speak volumes. The first two 
compositions reflect the close relationship that often formed between man 
and his indispensable friend, the horse. The second two mirror the work-
ing lives of men who trailed the herds to pasture or market. Only minor 
peculiarities of language make it possible to discern from which continent 
any of these poems originated.

Horses and People – A Cowboy’s Poem
We were all gathered at the sale barn
waitin’ for the horse sale to get underway
When this old hand sat amongst us,
it was easy seein’ “Cowboy” was on his resume
He watched the horses come and go 
With an easy, patient horseman’s eye.
He studied each horse as they came through,
but he never nodded or attempted to buy.

APPENDIX A
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I found myself watchin’ the old man
When to my surprise he turned and spoke.
“Horses are a lot like folks I’ve known,
some’s honest and true, others can’t be broke.”

Then he pointed out a nice sorrel filly
as she swatted her tail and gave a squeal.
“She’s like Miss Milly down at the diner,
plenty of good looks and sex appeal.

And that skinny lookin’ ole horse,
actin’ all touchy, nervous and rank,
he reminds me of old Mr. T. Wad
the loan officer at the bank.

Now that old mare, she’s a kid’s horse
She’d teach ’em and they’d never come to harm
She’s sure a lot like old Mrs. Beachem
a grand lady, and my first school marm.

See that little two-year-old
boy, he’d like to break and run.
All he wants is away from here,
He reminds me of my son.”

It seemed like we sat for hours,
Talkin’, laughin’ and comparin’ notes,
About honest horses and people we knew,
Those we like and those not worth the oats.

About that time, an old bay entered the ring,
the old hands voice began to soften.
“If he was a man, I’d call him friend
and that’s just somethin’ I don’t do often.
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“A little thin and gray around the muzzle,
Like me, he’s gotten on in years
But there’s a heap of know-how restin’
between that old horse’s ears.

“That old horse is some ole cowboy’s pal,
Sellin’ him, would be like committin’ a sin.
So if you’ll excuse me boys, 
think I’ll just buy him back again!”1 

 
“Cowboy Blues” 

GRAEME KING

I dropped a quarter in the slot and pressed A-42,
the bass line started hummin’ from afar,
the guy behind the counter mixed me up another brew,
I saw my teardrops splashin’ on the bar.

The pain was like a bullwhip – just one year ago today
my little Dolly lost her gallant fight,
the angels came ’a callin’ and they took my little girl away
and still I cry most every single night.

Her favourite song, I still recall her eyes aglow at me
each time I hummed that sentimental tune,
I’d put my arms around her neck and hold her tenderly,
but then she went and left me way too soon.

The images flashed through my mind of just a year before,
it broke my heart to lay her in the ground,
we had three happy years but there would never be no more,
I hung my head and howled like a hound.
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The song upon the jukebox ended, everything was still,
that barroom was as quiet as a mouse,
the bar man looked at me and said: “Ole buddy drink your fill,
and everything tonight is on the house.”

A cowboy brought a bottle over, stood there by my side.
He said: “Here’s to your grief I see it’s bad.”
I blinked through tears. “One year ago today my Dolly died –
the best danged horse a cowboy ever had.2

“The Ballad of the Drover” 
HENRY LAWSON

Across the stony ridges, 
Across the rolling plain, 
Young Harry Dale, the drover, 
Comes riding home again. 
And well his stock-horse bears him, 
And light of heart is he, 
And stoutly his old packhorse 
Is trotting by his knee. 
 
Up Queensland way with cattle 
He’s traveled regions vast, 
And many months have vanished 
Since home-folks saw him last. 
He hums a song of someone 
He hopes to marry soon; 
And hobble-chains and camp-ware 
Keep jingling to the tune. 
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Beyond the hazy dado 
Against the lower skies 
And yon blue line of ranges 
The station homestead lies. 
And thitherward the drover 
Jogs through the lazy noon, 
While hobble-chains and camp-ware 
Are jingling to a tune. 
 
An hour has filled the heavens 
With storm-clouds inky black; 
At times the lightning trickles 
Around the drover’s track; 
But Harry pushes onward, 
His horses’ strength he tries, 
In hope to reach the river 
Before the flood shall rise. 
 
The thunder, pealing o’er him, 
Goes rumbling down the plain; 
And sweet on thirsty pastures 
Beats fast the splashing rain; 
Then every creek and gully 
Sends forth its tribute flood 
The river runs a banker, 
All stained with yellow mud. 
 
Now Harry speaks to Rover, 
The best dog on the plains, 
And to his hardy horses, 
And strokes their shaggy manes: 
“We’ve breasted bigger rivers 
When Hoods were at their height, 
Nor shall this gutter stop us 
From getting home tonight!” 
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The thunder growls a warning, 
The blue, forked lightning’s gleam; 
The drover turns his horses 
To swim the fatal stream. 
But, oh! the flood runs stronger 
Than e’er it ran before; 
The saddle-horse is failing, 
And only half-way o’er! . . .3

 

“Tales of the Trail” 
PAUL KERN

As time rushes over a concrete bridge.
It slows to a walk on rocky ride.
Since just a boy barely five feet tall.
I have followed this backcountry call.

Imprinted young at eight years old.
To follow the tales of the trail I was told,
Those old-time trails that still ride.
Burned deep their brand into my hide.

Up ahead in the next drainage over,
The past meets up with a mounted drover.
Ghost riders of pintos untracked and unshod,
Rise up through the dust of unplowed sod.

Faint rings in the bottoms along a stream,
Come into view in the morning gleam.
Teepee rings face the rising sun –
Circles of home before the ride is done.
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Vices of those, whose legends were made,
In rendezvous camps of the beaver trade,
Echo through canyons and fade in the trees,
Where a rusty old trap still holds the keys.

Of a cook fire ring that’s still neatly made – 
A circle of homes lies there in the shade,
Of a trapper blowing coals on his knees,
Over rocks in a clearing back in the trees.

And of time-worn tracks and dusty trails,
Where an old-time path is there – then pales.
Dust has settled followed by grass,
It comes into view and then seems to pass.

Those worn-out trails of olden date,
Spread over grassland in paths of eight.
Riders and wagons rolled side by side,
To check the dust where the trail gets wide.

Dust that rises, takes wing, then falls,
Signals the past and quietly calls, 
To tell the tale of those yesterdays,
And the circle of home over bygone ways.

Trails rocky and steep then easy and wide,
Circle me back each time I ride.
They circle me back each time I roam.
The tales of the trail are of going home. 4

NOTES

	 1	 “Horses and People – A Cowboy’s Poem,” http://www.equisearch.com/
article/eqpoem647.

	 2	 “Graeme King, Cowboy Blues,” http://kingpoetry.com/cowboy_blues.htm.
	 3	 “Featured at the Bar D Ranch, Classic Cowboy Poetry,” http://www.

cowboypoetry.com/henrylawson.htm#Drover.
	 4	 “Cowboy Poetry and Western Verse,” http://www.paulkern.com/2008/03/

tales-of-trail.html.
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OFFICIALLY DECLARED 
DROUGHTS ON THE 
AUSTRALIAN CONTINENT 

“Drought in Australia,” National Climate Centre, Australian Bureau 
of Meteorology, http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/1301.0Feature+Article151988. 

APPENDIX B

1864–66  
(and l868)

The little data available indicate that this drought 
period was rather severe in Victoria, South Australia, 
New South Wales, Queensland, and Western 
Australia.

1880–86 Victoria (northern areas and Gippsland); New 
South Wales (mainly northern wheat belt, northern 
Tablelands, and south coast); Queensland (1881–86, 
in south-east with breaks; otherwise mainly in 
coastal areas, the central highlands, and central 
interior in 1883–86); and South Australia (1884–86, 
mainly in agricultural areas).
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1888 Victoria (northern areas and Gippsland); Tasmania 
(1887–89 in the south); New South Wales; 
Queensland (1888–89); South Australia and Western 
Australia (central agricultural areas).

1895–1903 Practically the whole of Australia was affected, but 
most persistently the coast of Queensland, inland 
areas of New South Wales, South Australia, and 
central Australia. This was probably Australia’s worst 
drought to date in terms of severity and area. Sheep 
numbers, which had reached more than 100 million, 
were reduced by approximately half and cattle num-
bers by more than 40 percent. Average wheat yields 
exceeded 8 bushels per acre in only one year of the 
nine, and dropped to 2.4 bushels per acre in 1902.

1911–16 Victoria (1913–15 in north and west); Tasmania 
(1913–15); New South Wales, particularly inland 
areas; Queensland; Northern Territory (mainly in 
the Tennant Creek–Alexandria Downs area); South 
Australia (some breaks in agricultural areas); and 
Western Australia (1910–14).

1918–20 Queensland, New South Wales, South Australia, 
Northern Territory (Darwin–Daly Waters area and 
central Australia), Western Australia (Fortescue area), 
Victoria, and Tasmania.
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1939–45 New South Wales (severe on the coast), South 
Australia (persistent in pastoral areas), Queensland 
and Tasmania; also (more particularly in 1940 and 
1944–45) in Western Australia, Victoria, and central 
Australia; Tennant Creek–Alexandria Downs area in 
1943–45.

1958–68 This drought was the most widespread and probably 
second to the 1895–1903 drought in severity. 
For more than a decade from 1957, drought was 
consistently prominent and frequently made news 
headlines from 1964 onwards. This was treated as 
one major drought period, but could be subdivided 
into two which overlapped, both in time and 
area. Central Australia and vast areas of adjacent 
Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia, 
New South Wales, and northern Australia were 
affected, with varying intensity, 1957–66; and 
southeastern Australia experienced a severe drought, 
1964–68.

1982–83 This extensive drought affected nearly all of eastern 
Australia, and was particularly severe in southeastern 
Australia. The lowest-ever 11-month rainfall 
occurred over most of Victoria, much of inland New 
South Wales, and central and southern Queensland; 
and the lowest-ever 10-month rainfall occurred in 
much of South Australia and northern Queensland. 
Total losses were estimated in excess of $3,000 
million.
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“This book is a first – and thus will have a permanent place in 
all future historiography. The author does a deeply researched, 
thoughtful comparison of ranching frontiers of western Canada 
and Australia. The book addresses the full panoply of issues – 
economic, social, cultural, environmental, ethnic, human – and 
does so convincingly. As a further bonus, the book also compares 
these two frontiers with their roots in the ‘Texas system’ of ranching 
practiced in the US. The analysis enlightens us about widely 
disparate but in some ways closely connected ranching frontiers.” 

– Richard Slatta, History,  
North Carolina State University

There are many points on which the western Canadian 
and northern Australian cattle frontiers evoke comparisons. 
Most obviously, they came to life at about the same time: 
the late 1870s–early 1880s. In both cases corporations were 
heavy investors and utilized an open range system in which 
tens of thousands of cattle roamed over thousands of square 
acres. Ranchers shared similar problems related to predators, 
disease, and weather, as well as markets. Ultimately, a nearly 
indistinguishable “country” culture developed in both of 
these geographically disparate and distant lands, which is 
still apparent today. Many similarities were in one way or 
another a reflection of frontier environmental conditions, 
that is, conditions associated with the very “newness” of 
society. However, the two ranching societies had their 
differences too. In the end, the natural environment pushed 
agricultural development in these two regions along very 
different paths. 

WARREN M. ELOFSON  is a professor, and former head, 
of the history department at the University of Calgary and 
has had many years of personal experience ranching and 
farming in Alberta.




