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Overview  
 

“Historians see history as a set of problems. Students see history as a set of answers.*” As 

teachers we know that history is interpretation and that interpretation can change over time as 

historians choose different data to make their cases. This is what makes history exciting—it is 

the process of finding evidence versus memorizing a set of facts. At the Kansas Historical 

Society we believe that one way to help students “like” history is to bring them into the process 

of creating the story. This traveling resource trunk is designed to do just that.   

 We developed this resource trunk to meet two goals: to teach students how to interpret 

history using artifacts and primary sources and to teach students about the post-Civil War cattle 

trail drives. For preservation reasons we could not include actual historical artifacts. These 

reproductions, however, are so accurate that they can be used by your students without fear of 

misinterpretation or creating “wrong stories.”  The trunk lessons are written for a middle school 

audience but the trunk is available for loan by any Kansan. 

 Section 1 introduces students to analyzing and interpreting artifacts and documents through 

contemporary pieces. If your students have never used primary sources before, these lessons help 

them by practicing on artifacts and documents. 

 Section 2 is designed to allow students an opportunity to use artifacts to develop their 

interpretation skills. 

 Section 3 provides students with the opportunity to conduct research on cowboys and cattle 

trails of the era of the 1860s to 1880s. The broad compelling question for this lesson allows the 

research to focus on a variety of topics such as town development, railroad expansion, 

entrepreneurism, ranching, or the romanticizing of the west. While lessons are included for four 

different types of primary sources—artifacts, photographs, written materials, and music—it is 

not necessary for students to use all of these sources in their research. The instructor is able to 

pick and choose the experience desired for his/her students. The optimum experience would be 

to use all four, but, at a minimum, it is recommended that students use at least two different 

sources to reinforce the need to cross check information. 

 Section 4 allows students to compare and contrast the cowboys of today with those of the 

cattle trail era of the 1860s to 1880s. 

 Section 5 includes one Read Kansas! lesson on the topic of cowboys and cattle drives. 

 The CD contains support materials for these sections and additional resources not used in the 

lessons. 

  We are thrilled you have borrowed this resource trunk. We know you will find new and 

creative ways to use it to teach about cattle drive cowboys. Please share your lessons with other 

teachers by sending them to us at education@kshs.org and we will post them on our website. 

Also, please complete the evaluation form and tell us what we can do to make it and our other 

educational resources better.  

 

*Sam Wineburg is the author of Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts and is on the 

faculty of the Stanford University School of Education.  

mailto:education@kshs.org
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Notes on Using a Traveling Resource Trunk 
 

• Traveling resource trunks are loaned out within the state of Kansas. They are available on a 

first-come, first-served basis. 

 

• To assure that trunks reach their next destination in time we ask that they be returned by their 

scheduled return date. If you are shipping your trunk please allow at least two days shipping 

time. If you have any questions or concerns about a trunk you are using please contact the 

Museum and Education Division of the Kansas Historical Society, kshs.education@ks.gov ; 

785-272-8681. 

 

• Reservations should be made a minimum of two weeks in advance, although making a 

reservation earlier is advised depending upon the trunk you would like to use and the dates you 

would like to use it. Reservations are taken for both the current and the next school years. 

 

• Inventory the trunk you borrow when you receive it and before returning it. An inventory sheet 

is provided in all trunks for this purpose. Notify the Museum and Education Division of any 

missing or broken items not indicated on the inventory sheet you received with the trunk. 

Trunks should be returned in the same condition that they were received. 

 

• Objects and materials in the trunks are to be used as the instructor sees fit; however, please 

keep in mind that many students will be using the trunk after you this year and in the years to 

come.  

 

• The curriculum in this trunk may be reproduced for educational purposes only and must credit 

the Kansas Historical Society. Reproducing the curriculum for any other purpose is prohibited 

without written permission from the Kansas Historical Society. 
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Introduction to Using Primary Sources 

All lessons in this trunk are student-centered learning activities that use primary sources, mainly 

objects. We are not able to provide actual artifacts, but these are good reproductions of period 

artifacts.  Students may use them as artifacts when studying about the cattle trails in the 1860s to 

1880s.  

 We recommend that you begin working with the artifacts by using the lessons in the 

“Historical Thinking Activities” section of this manual. They may not be easy and they take 

time. We believe this is time well spent since students can transfer these skills to reading other 

objects, documents, etc., in future lessons with the ultimate goal of using primary sources to 

learn history. These are also life skills that enable the student to look beyond the “thing” to the 

people who made or used it and the ideas it represents and in so doing broaden their ability to 

learn about the world around them.  

 Using artifacts to learn history is fun. We guarantee at least one “oh, wow” moment and 

probably many more. By the very nature of teaching with artifacts and other primary sources, 

students ask a lot of questions, some very concrete (What is this?) but eventually higher order 

questions (Why did this happen? How did it affect …? What would it be like today if…?). 

History will no longer be one fact after another but a scientific-like exploration of the past and 

ideally a connection to contemporary life issues and problems.  

 The lessons take the student into the role of historian. They will be using knowledge about 

the primary sources and the topic to interpret people, places, events, and ideas about the cattle 

trails. These skills are analogous to the research, writing, and speaking and listening standards in 

the Kansas College and Career Ready Standards ELA & Literacy in History/Social Studies 

Standards and are the foundation of the 2013 History, Government and Social Studies Standards. 
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Artifacts as Primary Sources 
 

 

What is an artifact?  -  An artifact is any object intentionally made, modified or produced by 

humans for a specific purpose. Artifacts range from a handmade quilt to a mass produced plastic 

lawn chair, from a safety pin to the state capitol, and from a prehistoric spear point to the newest 

iPod. Artifacts are the raw material of history just as photographs, diaries, and other written 

primary sources are.  

 It is important to remember that artifacts speak to us of the time period in which they were 

created and/or used. Thus, a cowboy hat picked up at a store a year or two ago cannot be used to 

examine the life and work of a cowboy living and working in Kansas in the late 1800s. The 

materials used to make the hat, the construction techniques, the source of the raw materials, etc. 

are not the same for a 21st century novelty hat and a 19th century hat worn by a working 

cowboy. The 21st century hat can be used to interpret fashion in the early 21st century, or the 

romanticism of the old west, but not cattle drives and ranching in early Kansas. It is an artifact of 

the early 21st century not the late 19th century. 

 

Where do artifacts fit into the process of ‘doing’ history?  - History is not facts from the past 

but rather it is the interpretation of these facts. History is the process of actively studying the 

past. It involves asking questions and looking for answers. It results in finding connections, 

telling stories, and interpreting past people, places and events.  The steps involved in “doing 

history” include asking questions about the past; identifying, analyzing and evaluating sources, 

and finally using evidence from this research to draw conclusions and answer the questions. This 

is the process used by authors, documentary filmmakers, and museum exhibit designers. It is also 

the process used by genealogists which is probably why they find exploring their past so 

engaging. Like all primary sources, artifacts can be analyzed and evaluated. They hold many 

clues for those who know how to read them. 

 

How do you read an artifact? – Artifacts can be “read” in the same sense that photos and works 

of art are “read.”  Dividing photos, paintings, and other types of images into quadrants allows the 

researcher to look more closely at details. Artifacts aren’t read by breaking them into quadrants 

but rather by looking at them through five different lenses – history, function, material, 

construction, and design. Using these five lenses, or categories, to read artifacts opens the door to 

a wide variety of information. Once understood, it is a process that can be simplified for use in 

the classroom by selecting only those categories that relate to the lesson. For example, when 

using artifacts to teach the buffalo as resource in the daily lives of Plains Indians students might 

be directed to examine an artifact to determine only its function and the material from which it 

was made. 

 Reading an artifact begins with a close examination of it. Drawing the item is often helpful as 

this requires a close examination that often uncovers details that might otherwise get overlooked. 
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 Next examine the artifact keeping the five categories in mind. It often helps to go through the 

categories one-by-one and to ask questions of the artifact similar to the samples given below. Be 

aware of the distinction between observation and inference. Also, note any additional questions 

that arise while looking at this artifact. Researching the answers to these questions may well 

provide even more information about the artifact and the people who made and/or used it. 

 

1. History – The history of an artifact is specific to that individual artifact. For example, the 

history of a coffee grinder would be information about only the coffee grinder being examined 

and not every grinder of its type ever made. The history of an artifact is often not obvious 

from looking at it. 

• Who owned it? 

• Who used it? 

• Where did they get it? 

• How old is it?  When was it made? 

• What is the provenance, or chronology of ownership? 

2. Function – Function deals with what the artifact was created to do, and any additional uses it 

had. For example, a screwdriver is designed to turn a screw, but it is often used to pry open 

paint cans, dig holes in the soil, or remove nails.  

• What was the intended purpose of the item? 

• Did it have other functions besides what it was designed to do? 

• Did its function change over time? 

• Was it intended to be used in a public or private space? In the home or in a business? 

3. Material – Material refers to the material(s) from which an artifact was made. This type of 

examination can provide information about the artifact itself and the society it was part of. 

• From what is it made? 

• Where did the raw materials come from? 

• Is it made from natural or man-made materials? 

• What type of technology was involved in getting the raw materials? 

• Did the materials originate locally? 

• Were the materials obtained through trade or commerce, and what does this say about the 

economics of the society? 

• What type of labor force was used to obtain the materials used to make the artifact? 

• Was the person making the artifact the same person who obtained the materials from which 

it was made? 

4. Construction – Construction refers to how the item was made and what this implies about the 

society that made it. 

• Was it made by hand or by machine? 

• Is it a unique item or mass produced? 
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• What types of tools, or technology, were used in its construction? 

• Was it produced locally? 

• Were all the parts made in one location? 

• Was it made by the person who used it? 

• What were the working conditions like for the people who made it? 

• How were parts, or finished products, transported? 

5. Design – Design can relate to the aesthetics of a piece, the values of a society, the time period 

in which it was produced, or even its function. For example, the flapper dresses of the 1920s 

reflect new freedoms being experienced by women and changes in the class system, sad irons 

designed with removable handles speak to an improvement in the daily life of the consumer, 

and the emergence of a 1950s retro look may speak of a desire for simpler times. 

• Is the design purely functional or is it influenced by aesthetics, fashion or fads? 

• What color is it?  Size? Weight?  Texture?  Is there significance to any of these? 

• Is it the first of its kind and, if not, how has the design changed from earlier models? 

• What significance, if any, do decorative features have? 

• Who designed it? 

• Did it become symbolic of an idea or a religious or moral principle? 
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Preparing a Digital Photograph for Research 

 

 

Follow these steps to create a PowerPoint presentation to study a photograph. 

 

1. Place photo on the first slide of the presentation being created. Extend the photo to cover as 

much of the slide as possible without distorting it. 

 

 

2. Slide #1: Cover the photo by making two masks. One should cover the top 

half of the photo and the second the lower half of the photo. Make a mask by 

inserting two rectangular boxes over the photo. 

 

3. Duplicate the slide five times making a total of six slides with the same image. 

 

4. Slide #2: Adjust the mask over the upper portion of the photo so that it only 

covers the upper left quadrant of the photo. The lower mask will remain in 

place. 

 

5. Slide #3: Adjust the mask over the lower portion of the photograph so that it 

only covers the lower left quadrant of the photo. The upper mask will remain 

in place. 

 

6. Slide #4: Adjust the mask over the lower portion of the photograph so that it 

only covers the lower right quadrant of the photo. The upper mask will 

remain in place. 

 

7. Slide #5: Adjust the mask over the upper portion of the photo so that it only 

covers the upper right quadrant of the photo. The lower mask will remain in 

place. 

 

8. Slide #6: Remove the mask entirely so that the entire photo is visible. 
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Links to Related Resources 

There are a number of excellent websites that address teaching history with primary sources. We 

highly recommend these websites.  

• kansasmemory.org: A digital repository of the collections of the Kansas Historical Society. 

Some materials related to the subject of this trunk have been gathered together in the 

“KSHSK12EducationResource” bookbag in a folder titled “Cattle Trail Cowboys trunk.” 

Additional materials may be found by searching the holdings of Kansas Memory. For more 

information about Kansas Memory see the Kansas Memory page in this manual. 

• nara.gov: The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration was “established in 

1934 by President Franklin Roosevelt, but its major holdings date back to 1775. Many 

people know the National Archives as the keeper of the Declaration of Independence, the 

United States Constitution, and the Bill of Rights. In a democracy, records belong to the 

people, and for more than eight decades, NARA has preserved and provided access to the 

records of the United States of America. Records help us claim our rights and entitlements, 

hold our elected officials accountable for their actions, and document our history as a 

nation. In short, NARA ensures continuing access to the essential documentation of the 

rights of American citizens and the actions of their Government.”  The Teachers’ 

Resources page provides information on using primary sources, professional development 

opportunities, and links to additional state and regional NARA resources. 

• loc.gov: Congress established the Library of Congress in 1800. Burned by the British in the 

War of 1812, former President Thomas Jefferson offered his vast personal collection as a 

replacement. Since then the Library has grown into a world resource with more than 144 

million items including books, photographs, prints, films, manuscripts, historic newspapers, 

legal documents, maps, sound recordings and more. On the Teacher page you will find 

classroom materials and professional development opportunities to help teachers 

effectively use primary sources in teaching. 

• teachinghistory.org: A national education clearinghouse of teaching materials, historical 

content and best practices. 

• historicalthinkingmatters.org: “Historical Thinking Matters provides secondary students 

with a framework that teaches them to read documents like historians. Using these ‘habits 

of mind,’ they will be able to interrogate historical sources and use them to form reasoned 

conclusions about the past. Equally important, they will become critical users of the vast 

historical archives on the web.” 

• pbs.org/ranchhouse: The website from the University of Texas at Austin’s Blanton 

Museum provides interactives on the student pages. Interactive History and the 1867 

People, Places, and Events are excellent links. 

• Archive.org: Internet Archive is a non-profit library whose collections includes the 1922 

book by Philip Ashton Rollins, The Cowboy; His Characteristics, His Equipment, and His 

Part in the Development of the West and the 1925 Trail Drivers of Texas: Interesting 

Sketches of Early Cowboys and their Experiences on the Range and on the Trail during the 
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Days that Tried Men’s Souls –True Narratives Related by Real Cow-Punchers and Men 

who Fathered the Cattle Industry in Texas compiled and edited by J. Marvin Hunter. 
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Kansas Memory 

 
Kansas Memory offers a variety of Kansas related primary sources online. These include historic 

photographs, letters, diaries and journals, books and pamphlets, maps, drawings, governors’ 

papers, legislative documents, election returns, and images of artifacts and historical structures. 

The Kansas Historical Society created Kansas Memory to share a portion of its historical 

collections online. The materials on Kansas Memory represent a small fraction of the Kansas 

Historical Society’s collections; materials continue to be made available on a regular basis. 

 The site is intended for the use of anyone interested in any aspect of Kansas history. However, 

the primary target audience is middle and high school teachers and students. The “Teacher” page 

provides links to content selected specifically for teaching specific Kansas topics. Each topic 

should list a variety of items in the Historical Society’s collections and curriculum notes. 

Searching Kansas Memory in the “Teacher Mode” will display special curriculum notes for 

materials in addition to the standard item description. 

 Finding material to fit your needs is easy on Kansas Memory. Use the categories on the left 

hand side of the screen to browse for items. Each item is linked to multiple categories, and each 

category may have several sub-categories listed beneath it. Choosing one category, such as 

“Community Life,” will return all items linked to that category. Choosing a second category, 

such as “Agriculture,” narrows your search by bringing up items with links to both categories, 

and so on. The number appearing next to each category, or sub-category, indicates the number of 

items that will be returned by selecting that category, or sub-category. 

 Registered users may use “My Memory” to save materials in their own personal bookbags, 

share information, and customize display options. The Museum and Education Division has 

assembled a bookbag entitled KSHSK12EducationResource that contains items associated with 

the Kansas academic topics. This bookbag is accessible to all Kansas Memory users and is a 

good place to start when looking for primary source materials that correlate to Kansas standards. 

The “Cattle Trail Cowboys trunk” folder in this bookbag contains a number of assembled items 

related to the topic of this trunk. 

 Visit kansasmemory.org to register, learn about what is available, find out how to access and 

cite materials, and more.  The materials on Kansas Memory are designed to be used for 

educational purposes and are free of charge unless high resolution images are desired. 

http://www.kansasmemory.org/
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Historical Background 

 

History of Trail Drives 

Cattle and horses first arrived to the United States from Spain. Christopher Columbus brought 

cattle on his second voyage west in 1494. The cattle began to populate the area of New Spain 

(Mexico) to the United States. By the mid-1700s cattle had become well established in what is 

today knows as Texas.  

 Longhorns made up the majority of herds in Texas. These descendants of Spanish ranch and 

mission herds had horns that spread up to eight feet across. Herds also contained some shorter 

horned Mexican cattle, British varieties brought by Anglo colonists, and crossbreeds of the three. 

 Cattle remained a small scale industry in Texas until early in Texas statehood. Without a way 

to move large quantities of meat to market, or a way to store meat, large herds were not 

economical. In the mid-1800s cattle drives to the gold fields in California offered some profit. 

Within a decade this market had dropped and drives to California ended. By the late 1850s 

mining in the Rocky Mountains created a new market that brought about some cattle drives.  

 The Civil War brought changes to cattle ranching in Texas. During the war many men left to 

fight, and the westward expansion of the United States stopped. Some cattle were driven east to 

help feed the Confederate troops, but most of the ranching operations halted for the duration of 

the war. By the end of the war several million cattle roamed the open ranges of Texas. A market 

for the cattle existed in the east where they brought four times as much as they did in Texas. 

Without a way to ship cattle out of Texas, ranchers could not get their cattle to market. It was too 

far to drive cattle to eastern markets. Some ranchers drove their herd to Louisiana for shipment 

east, but these drives were unsuccessful.  

 As the Transcontinental Railroad moved west, Texas ranchers saw a way to get their product 

to market. In 1866 over 200,000 cattle headed north out of Texas, and cattle drives to northern 

and western markets began in earnest. The first was a large herd was taken to Sedalia, Missouri, 

the western railway station at that time. This route wasn’t ideal, but as railroad lines extended 

farther west, ranchers saw their opportunity. The overland route from Texas ranges to Kansas 

railroads crossed wide unsettled areas that offered good grazing. These routes ended at Kansas 

towns with a railroad station and places for cattle to graze and fatten up while waiting to be sold. 

The profit made by driving cattle hundreds of miles north was well worth the cost of the drive. 

Not all cattle drives ended in Kansas. Some passed through Kansas and continued north to the 

Union Pacific railroad in Nebraska and Wyoming. Some went as far north as Montana or Canada 

as ranchers moved herds to stock new ranches.  

 Kansas cowtowns made a good profit from the cattle drives. They served as a gathering point 

for the trail crews and the buyers and a place for entrepreneurs to locate businesses. Cowtowns 

became prosperous communities that drew farmers and ranchers to settle the area. As more 

people settled near cowtowns, tension increased between them and the vast herds of cattle 

coming up the trails. However, local ranchers and farmers were often opposed to the cattle 

drives. As settlers moved into Kansas, they began to fence their farms and ranches. Sometimes 

Texas cattle destroyed local crops.   Other times they brought Texas fever, a tick borne disease 
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that Texas longhorns were immune to but which killed local cattle. Although the cattle trade 

made money for the towns, the local farmers and ranchers lost money.  Gradually Kansas passed 

laws that restricted Texas cattle to western Kansas and eventually kept them out of Kansas 

entirely. By the mid-1880s refrigeration and interstate railroad construction in Texas made the 

long cattle drives obsolete.   

  

Cowboys 

During the two decades of intense cattle drives, over 40,000 men found employment herding 

cattle. Most were in their 20s. Blacks, whites, Mexicans, and American Indians worked together 

herding cattle north. Many Civil War veterans and immigrants from Europe found their way into 

jobs working with cattle. At least a quarter of cowboys on the cattle trails were African 

Americans. Many had experience herding in Africa or had worked with cattle before the Civil 

War. When the war ended many were either in Texas or they drifted west and worked on cattle 

drives. A fourth, or more, of all cattle trail cowboys were Mexican, or of Mexican descent. Texas 

had a large population of Mexicans who remained after Mexico lost Texas, Arizona, New 

Mexico and California to the United States. Mexico had a long tradition of raising cattle. The 

vaquero, or Mexican cowboy, shared much of their insight and knowledge with Americans. 

Much of the equipment and vocabulary used by cowboys comes from them. Cowboys 

experienced hard work, low pay, and exposure to the elements. Without access to medical 

treatment getting sick or hurt could mean certain death. 

 

Cattle Drives 

Cattle drives began with a spring roundup of cattle in Texas followed by the long drive to a town 

where buyers would purchase them and ship them out. Since the range land was not fenced at 

that time cattle roamed for miles and mingled with cattle owned by others. During the spring 

roundup ranchers and cowboys gathered together all the cattle on the open range and sorted 

them. Owner’s identified their cattle by their brand or earmark. Brands were permanently burned 

into the cattle’s hide. Owners registered their brand with the state to prevent duplication of 

identifying marks. An earmark is another way to permanently mark cattle by cropping their ears 

in a distinctive way. After the spring roundup trail herds were formed. Sometimes stock from 

several owners were included in a trail herd. All the cattle in one trail herd were given a road 

brand which identified them as being in the same herd during the drive and when being sold at 

the end of the drive.  

 A crew of twelve could handle a herd of 2,000 to 3,000 head of cattle. The trail boss was the 

leader of the herd and crew. A wrangler managed the herd of about 40 spare horses, which was 

also known as the remuda. The cook drove a chuckwagon pulled by oxen or mules and cooked 

the meals. The chuckwagon carried not only food and cooking utensils but also tools, bedrolls 

for the crew, and any firewood picked up along the trail. The cook was a very important member 

of the crew. Cowboys worked hard and needed to eat to refuel their bodies, rain or shine. 

 Drovers made up the remainder of the crew. They rode in various positions around the herd. 

Cattle did not travel in a bunch on the trail but rather formed a long line. A herd of 1,000 head 
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could stretch out in a line one to two miles long. Some cattle naturally took the lead each day 

while others stayed in the center of the herd and still others pulled up the rear. The cowboys, or 

drovers, worked in pairs with one on each side of the herd. The best, or most experienced, 

worked at the head of the herd as pointers. Those working flank or swing positions worked 

further back. Working drag meant bringing up the rear, the least favorite assignment as it meant 

being in the dust churned up by the herd. Communication was often done by hand signals or 

gestures made with hats which was visible from a distance. The cowboy’s gear was minimal 

including those pieces necessary to work cattle from horseback or for protection. 

 Herds usually traveled from eight to 15 miles a day before stopping for the night. Teams of 

two cowboys rode night watch by riding in opposite directions around the sleeping cattle. 

Cowboys often sang on night watch; some said singing helped keep the herd calm and the 

cowboy awake. They often created their own songs or added new verses to popular songs.   

Night guard shifts lasted two hours and made for a long work day, with most days beginning at 4 

a.m. 

   Hardships were plentiful on the trail. River crossings could be dangerous, and high water could 

drown cattle. Lack of water was just as dangerous. Storms could bring deadly lightning and 

tornadoes. Lightning caused stampedes along with any number of other things such as a coyote’s 

howl or an unexpected sight, sound or smell.  

 Cattle trails ended where there was a market for the cattle, usually a town on a railroad line. 

At the end of the trail some cattle were left to graze and fatten on the prairie before being 

shipped east while others were shipped immediately. Some of the famous Kansas railheads, 

called cowtowns, were Abilene, Newton, Wichita, Caldwell, and Dodge City. Cowboys received 

their pay when they reached the end of the trail. First thing was often a bath and a shave then 

perhaps new clothing. After that, many cowboys looked for entertainment such as a local dance 

hall. When the celebration ended, cowboys made their way back to Texas or looked for another 

outfit to hire them. The rancher they worked for usually covered the cost of their return to Texas. 

A few cowboys remained to accompany the cattle to the eastern markets.   They rode on the train 

to care for, feed, and water the cattle at each stop.  

 

Romanticizing the Cowboy 

While the cowboy’s job was hard and often dangerous, the myth of the cowboy as a white, 

heroic, noble, chivalrous and invincible young man remains. The post-Civil War cattle drives 

arrived at a time when the nation was emerging from the Civil War and dealing with 

reconstruction. The cattle drives became an experience shared by both the north and the south 

and one that drew attention away from the divisions between the two. Cattle drives became 

somewhat neutral territor, and the cowboy became the main character. Dime novels, Wild West 

shows of the 1800s, and Hollywood cowboys of the twentieth century reinforced this image. By 

the mid-twentieth century the “code of the west” had found a home in front of the nation through 

Gene Autry’s Code of Honor, The Lone Ranger’s Creed, Roy Roger’s Club Rules, and more. 

Even today the idea of what the cowboy of the late 1800s was like has more to do with its 

romanticized image than reality. 
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Cowboy Music 

Cowboy songs fit into the folk music tradition. Overall they are a mix of various ethnic or 

regional traditions, adapted over time, and originally passed along orally. This genre of music is 

explained in the following excerpt from the Library of Congress. 

 “Although it is often spoken of in the same breath as ‘Country’ music, ‘Western’ is a distinct 

area of American popular music whose roots reach into the frontier era of the 19th century. 

 Distinctly ‘Western’ songs began to emerge in the mid-19th century, reflecting the Texas, 

Arizona and Oklahoma region’s unique mix of peoples of Anglo, Celtic, Spanish, and Other 

European; African; Native; and Central American heritage. In addition, the great trail drives of 

the 1860s to the 1890s drew young men from all over the country and abroad to work as 

cowboys. They refashioned old folk and popular song forms to their own tastes, and added 

serious and comic lyrics about their lives and work, as well as specials calls and hollers to herd 

cattle and communicate with each other over the vast expanses of the trail. Cowboy poetry also 

flourished. The westernmost terminals of the railroads became points where cowboy songs were 

sung, shared, and then taken to new parts of the West by the cowboys returning home. For 

example, the railhead at Abilene, Kansas brought cowboys together from many Southwestern 

territories. The pioneer song ‘Home on the Range,’ written by Dr. Brewster M. Higley and set to 

music by Daniel Kelly in about 1874, not far from this railhead, was spread rapidly across the 

West in the 1870s by cowboys on cattle drives. . . . 

 The era of the great cattle drives ended in the 1890s, but even with the closing of the frontier, 

the appeal of cowboy songs and western music endured. Though cowboys no longer rode the 

Chisholm Trail north, there was still plenty of work with cattle to be had on ranches and in 

rodeos, and in songs, drama, popular fiction and movies, the cowboy had fully emerged as an 

authentic and truly American hero, a kind of knight of the plains. In the cities, this could be 

somewhat anachronistic, and it was the site of a young Brooklyn boy dressed up as a cowboy 

that inspired the 1912 song “Ragtime Cowboy Joe,” which has since become as standard the 

western repertoire. But for those who still own, work, or live on ranches in the west, ‘real’ 

cowboy songs are generally those written by the people who shared that life as well as pioneer 

songs of the west that made their way into the cowboy repertoire. Cowboy songs are still written 

and sung today.” 

 John Lomax collected a large body of cowboy music which is available through the Library 

of Congress Celebrates the Songs of America, Western and Cowboy Songs. Some are available 

online at the Library of Congress’s website. 
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Resource Chart 

Photographs and Illustrations 
 

Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

01 kshs 

Studio portrait 

 

Studio portrait of unidentified cowboy 

with rope and saddle. Notice his gear, 

clothing, and youthful appearance. 

Circa 1880 to 1890 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 210780 

Call Number: F596 *28 

 

02kshs 

Studio portrait 

  
 

Studio portrait of two unidentified 

cowboys. The one on the left is African 

American. Notice their clothing. 

Tintype, circa 1865  

 

There are two copies of this image 

included on the CD. The darker is the 

original. The brightness and contrast are 

adjusted in the second copy. 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 25134 

Call Number: E185 .1865c*1 

 

03kshs 

Sam Carr and Bob Olive 

 
 

Studio portrait of Sam Carr and Bob 

Olive. The photo was possibly taken in 

Dodge City. Notice their clothing, boot 

styles, possible watch chains, and 

gloves. 

Circa 1875to 1885 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 25135 

Call Number: F596 *3 

 

 

04ksh 

Heekel’s crew 

 
 

Cowboys on their way back home. 

Circa 1890 to 1900 (clothing and gear 

consistent with cattle trail years) 

 

Note: This photo was taken outside 

Garden City and shows a crew headed 

to New Mexico. It includes a Mexican 

cowboy (far left) and possibly two 

African American cowboys (2nd from 

left and 4th from right). 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 214699 

Call Number: FK2.F1 .31 

A.HEE *1 

 

05kshs 

Cattle herd 

 
 

Cowboys in the foreground with a herd 

of approximately 3,000 head of cattle. 

These do not appear to be longhorn 

cattle, but the photo will provide 

context when discussing the size of a 

herd.  

1898  

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 7791 

Call Number: Berryman 

Collection: Coll. 2 No. 4 

 

http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
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Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

06kshs 

Branding and ear-marking 

 
 

 

Con Jackson (left) and Lee Larrabee 

(right) branding and ear-marking an 

animal with the herd in the background. 

Note their equipment and how the 

horses keep the ropes tight. Cattle are 

not able to use the rope to jerk the horse 

if it is kept tight. 

Circa 1891 to 1903 (clothing and gear 

consistent with cattle trail years) 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 7841 

Call Number: Berryman 

Collection: Coll. 2 No. 54 

 

07kshs 

Saddlemaker 

    
 

A tintype showing a saddle maker, 

possibly in Ford County. (This image is 

provided in its original format and in 

one adjusted for brightness and 

contrast.) 

Circa 1870-1880. 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 228051 

Call Number: QL.5  H.5  *1 

 

08kshs 

Chuck wagon 

 
 

Cowboys in front of a chuck wagon 

with horses in the background and tents 

rolled up on the ground.  

Circa 1880 to 1900 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 208480 

Call Number: QL.5 C.1 *55 

 

09kshs 

Chuck wagon 

 
 

Cowboys eat in front of a chuck wagon, 

saddled horses in the background, and a 

fire with a coffee pot and a kettle 

heating. “Cowboys at Dinner, Cherokee 

Outlet. Photographed by W.S. 

Prettyman, Arkansas City, Kas.” 

 

Note: The man standing behind the 

wagon and the one at the far right may 

be Mexican or American Indian. No 

identification is available for anyone in 

this photograph. 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 310604 

Call Number: F596  *35 

 

10kshs 

Chuck wagon 

 
 

Cowboys eating in front of chuck 

wagon. Note the clothing and the camp 

gear around them. 

Circa 1891 to 1903 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 7842 

Call Number: Berryman 

Collection Coll. 2 No. 55 

 

http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/


Cattle Trail Cowboys  xx │ Kansas Historical Society © 2016 

 

Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

11kshs 

Bootmaker shop 

 
 

A view of shops in Dodge City showing 

the Drover’s Store and J. Muellers Boot 

Shop. Note the wooden sidewalk, the 

coat hanging outside the Drover’s Store, 

the hitching rail and the cowboy and 

bootmakers standing outside Muellers. 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 11831 

Call Number: FK2.F2  D.73  *1 

 

12kshs 

Night guard 

 
 

Rare photo of a crew changing shifts for 

night guard. The outdoor location of 

this shot and the photographic 

equipment of the time period, make this 

type of photograph difficult to create. 

This photo gives good evidence of 

clothing, camp gear, and lack of tents. 

Circa 1891 to 1903 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 7828 

Call Number: Berryman 

Collection Coll. 2 No. 41 

 

13kshs 

Bathing 

 

Cowboys bathing in a pond with other 

cowboys and a chuck wagon in the 

background. 

Circa 1891 to 1912 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 11993 

Call Number: Seward County 

Historical Society: F.M. 

Steele col 

 

14kshs 

Cowboys 

 
 

Cowboys on horseback. Chuck wagon 

in the center back with cowboys seated 

on the ground by it. What appears to be 

a photographer’s wagon is in the rear of 

the photo to the right. 

Circa 1880 to 1899 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 208468 

Call Number: QL.5 C.1 *50 

 

15kshs 

Shotgun chaps 

 
 

Photo taken in Voltaire, Kansas 

(Sherman County).  The cowboy 

holding the horse is wearing shotgun 

chaps, a vest, and a wide brimmed hat. 

Note the saddle on the horse and the 

outhouse behind the building. 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 303090 

Call Number: 1998-085.01, 

Folder 101-101A 

 

16kshs 

Dodge City 

 

Dodge City business district. Visible are 

Chas Rath & Co. General Outfittings; 

Long Branch Saloon; and Geo. M. 

Hoover’s Wholesale Wines, Liquors, & 

Cigars. 

Circa 1874 to 1876 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 24988 

Call Number: Fk2.F2 D.5 

FroS.*2 

 

http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
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Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

17kshs 

Ellsworth 

 

Drovers Cottage in Ellsworth. This 

hotel was moved from Abilene by 1872 

in anticipation of a shift in the cattle 

trails from Abilene to Ellsworth. It  

accommodated 175 guests and 100 

horses. 

Circa 1870 to 1872 

  

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 212011 

Call Number: FK2. 

E4 E.721 Dro*1 

 

18kshs 

Cattle drive 

 
 

Illustration showing a herd of cattle 

being driven from Texas to the Kansas 

Pacific Railway in 1867. By Henry 

Worrall who traveled throughout 

Kansas and created illustrations of 

familiar scenes. 

1874 (date illustration was created) 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 262 

Call Number: QL.5 C.1 *9 

 

19kshs 

Campwagon 

 
 

Illustration of a camp wagon pulled by 

oxen. By Henry Worrall who traveled 

throughout Kansas and created 

illustrations of familiar scenes. 

1874 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 209712 

Call Number: He.56 Wag. 

Cov*19 

 

20kshs 

Train leaving Abilene 

 
 

Illustration of a cattle train leaving 

Abilene. Note the Drovers Cottage on 

the right side of the image and the row 

of telegraph poles on the left side. The 

Drovers Cottage was moved to 

Ellsworth in 1872 in anticipation that 

cattle business would drop in Abilene 

and pick up in Ellsworth. 

Illustration by Henry Worrall who 

traveled throughout Kansas and created 

illustrations of familiar scenes.  

1874 (date illustration was published) 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 209715 

Call Number: FK2.D2 A.3 F*4 

 

21kshs 

Abilene 

 
 

Illustration titled “Abilene in its Glory” 

shows crowds of people, several 

buildings, people on foot and 

horseback, and telegraph poles along 

the edge of the tracks. By Henry 

Worrall who traveled throughout 

Kansas and created illustrations of 

familiar scenes. 

1874 (date illustration was published) 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 209714 

Call Number: FK2.D2 A.3 F*5 

 

http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/


Cattle Trail Cowboys  xxii │ Kansas Historical Society © 2016 

 

Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

22kshs 

Caldwell 

 
 

Pencil sketch of Caldwell from  the 

diary of Ado Hunnius. It shows the 

Caldwell House Hotel. 

1876 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 214012 

Call Number: Carl Julius 

Adolph Hunnius Coll. 297 

Box 2 Folder K,1 

 

23kshs 

Arkansas River 

 

Illustration of cowboys on horseback 

swimming a herd across the Arkansas 

River at Wichita, Kansas.  

Circa 1870-1899. 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 208512 

Call Number: FK2.S3  W. 31 

A. *1 

 

24kshs 

Chisholm Trail map 

 
 

Map showing the Chisholm Trail, L.B. 

Harris New Trail to Ellis, and the 

Overland Cattle Trail for Colorado, 

Utah and California. 

1873 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org  

Item Number: 208627 

Call Number: MAPS:M 

G4052.C5 1873.Z5 

 

25kshs 

Map of cattle trails and 

railroads 

 

Map showing many of the cattle trails, 

railway lines, towns, and rivers 

associated with the cattle drives. Texas 

ranchers drove their cattle northern 

railroad towns where the cattle were 

loaded onto trains and shipped east. As 

people settled in Kansas, and unrest of 

Texas Fever increased, the cattle trails 

shifted progressively westward. 

File format: pdf 

Kansas Historical Society 

26kshs 

Photographer’s darkroom 

wagon 

 
  

 

Wagon with photographer’s portable 

darkroom showing equipment similar to 

that used to photograph cowboys and 

cattle trails. This is a stereograph card. 

When viewed through a stereograph 

viewer a 3D image is visible. The image 

is from Alexander Gardner’s series, 

Across the Continent on the Union 

Pacific Railway, Eastern Division and 

was taken in Kansas. 

1867 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Memory, 

kansasmemory.org 

Item Number: 59 

Call Number: Gardner Coll. 

No. 59 

 

 

 

http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
http://www.kshs.org/
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Artifact Photographs 
Three artifacts are included in the trunk in through photographs only due to their rarity, and the 

high cost of reproductions.  

Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

 

 

Boots in the style of the 

Coffeyville boots. Note the side 

seams, three quarter vamp (top of 

foot/front of ankle) that goes most 

of the way up the leg, taller front 

at the knee, pull tabs sewn to the 

inside top edge of the boot, and  

layered and pegged heel and soles. 

 

Circa 1860s – 1880s 

 

Both still photos and a 360 degree 

photo of this artifact are included 

on the CD in this trunk and online. 

 

 

File format: jpg and html 

Kansas Historical Society 

Object number: 2014.51.2 

 

The 360 animation will open in a 

web browser. It will spin once 

and stop. Move it around by 

clicking and dragging with the 

mouse. Reload the page to spin it 

again. 

 

 

Shotgun chaps are two leather 

legs laced up the side and held 

together at the waist by a belt that 

buckles in the back. Fringe along 

the outside seam/closure. Pockets 

on the thigh. 

 

1860s-1880s style 

 

Both a still photo and a 360 

degree photo of this artifact are 

included on the CD in this trunk 

and online. 

 

File format: jpg and html 

Location: private collection. 

 

The 360 animation will open in a 

web browser. It will spin once 

and stop. Move it around by 

clicking and dragging with the 

mouse. Reload the page to spin it 

again. 

 

 

Spurs handmade in Mexico of 

iron and leather. The spikes are 

set on a small wheel called a 

rowel. Jingle bobs dangle next to 

the rowel.  

 

Circa 1840-1860  

 

File format: jpg 

Smithsonian Institution, National 

Museum of American History;  

americanhistory.si.edu/collections  

Accession Number: 2007.0144 

Catalog Number: 4841 
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Objects in Trunk 
Image 

 

Description Format & Citation 

 

 

Leather gloves with gauntlets at 

wrist, a design carried over from 

the Civil War. 
 

1860s-1880s style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 

 
 

Lariat historically made from 

Manilla hemp. 
 

1860s – 1880s style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 

 

Silk wipe, a multipurpose piece of 

equipment to assist with weather, 

dust, injury and more. 
 

1860s-1880s style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 

 

Leather chinks covered the leg to 

the knee and often had long fringe. 

Introduced on the plains in the 

mid-1900s. 
 

21st century style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 

 

Felt cowboy hat with rolled brim 

and creased crown. A style that 

evolved from hats worn by 

cowboys in the late 1800s. 
 

21st century style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 

 
 

Cowboy boots with spurs. The 

boot’s pointed toe, high heel, 

stitching, and more evolved from 

those worn in the late 1800s. 
 

21st century style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 

 

Nylon lariat has changed little 

from the late 1800s except for the 

material used to make it. 
 

21st century style 

 

File format: jpg 

Kansas Historical Society  

Object included in trunk 

 

 


