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A Cowboy’s Life: Hazards on the Trail
During the 1800s, ranchers in Texas found that they could make more money selling

their cattle in the north instead of in Texas. Ranchers hired cowboys to move their cattle to
northern towns where they could be sold for an increased profit. Moving cattle from one
location to another is called a cattle drive.

Life as a cowboy was not a leisurely horseback ride across the country: cowboys
faced many hazardous situations. The most obvious threats to safety were accidents and
illnesses. When cowboys were injured or if they fell ill, it was difficult to find treatment.
Since there were no doctors on the drive, home remedies were commonly used - sometimes
successfully, sometimes not.

Many people think that Native Americans were the biggest danger on the trail. Even
young children are aware of this well-known part of history, imitating those conflicts by
playing “Cowboys and Indians.” While it is true that many cowboys had encounters with
the Native Americans, the frequency of violent confrontations was actually quite low.
Western movies portrayed these  encounters as brutal and frequent, probably because they
make a more action-packed story. Clashes, though they did happen, were rare, and in fact,
more cowboys were killed by lightning than by Native American attacks.

Weather was always a concern on the drive. Heavy rains caused flash floods which
could be deadly, especially as cowboys and cattle were crossing streams and rivers. Summer
storms were frequent and many cowboys were struck and killed by lightning. Even thunder
could be deadly! How?

Stampedes were often started by loud, startling noises like thunder. A stampede is a
frenzied rush of a frightened herd of animals. Most stampedes occurred at night and were
considered by many to be the most dangerous threat on a cattle drive. Cowboys slept on the
ground and could easily be trampled to death if a stampede broke out. One particular breed,
the Texas Longhorn, was very jumpy and would panic for no reason. As it turned out, this
was the most common breed found on the cattle drives. One startled Longhorn was all it
took to start a stampede.

When the cattle drive stopped for the night, cowboys took turns guarding the cattle.
During their watch, cowboys looked for signs of a stampede and watched for cow rustlers.
Rustlers were thieves that stole cattle and other animals with the intention of selling them.
Cowboys would sing to the cows during the night, something that did on the trail as well.
Singing, as it turned out, was a way to calm the cows. Sometimes cowboys made up songs,
sometimes they sand well-known ballads.
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