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The Day I Met Midnight

It was my first day on the ranch in California’s San
Fernando Valley. I was 20, that spring of 1912, and I
was going to learn to be a cowboy. In my new cowboy
clothes and hat, I felt sure that everybody was looking
at me. I sat on the top rail of the corral and watched
the cowboys as they roped their horses and led them
outside to be saddled.

A white mustang among the horses still in the corral
looked good to me. He was a beauty — fine head and
neck, good legs, strong body. Just my kind of horse, I
thought, and I wondered whose he was.

Just then the boss walked up. “Can you ride, kid?”
he asked me.

The boss’s name was George. He was six feet tall
and his cowboy hat made him seem even taller. He had
looked at me the day before as though he didn’t think -
much of me. But he finally hired me, on trial, at $ 30
a month and meals and bed.

“Yes, some,” I said.

I was careful not to say more than that. Back home
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on our farm in Wisconsin my father had taught us boys
what he knew about horses. He had made us train them
without using saddles— he said they became gentler that
way.

So I thought I knew something about horses. But
these men knew a lot more than I did. Also, one of
them had said to me the night before: “Sometimes these
cowboys aren’t very nice to a newcomer. They’ll put you
on a horse that will try hard to throw you.”

The Kid on Trial

The boss spoke again. “Anyvthing there you’d like to
ride, kid?”

I pointed to the white mustang. “He looks good to
me,” T said.

George threw a rope. The mustang turned quickly,
but too late. The loop went around his neck and George
pulied him over to us. Then he tied a short piece of
ri)pe around the mustang’s neck and handed the other
end of the rope to me.

“We call him Midnight”, George said. “When you
get him cleaned up, take him down to the barn and I'll
give you a saddle, a bridle and a rope.” )

d M1d1\1/1ght outside and tied him to the rail, then
got a iﬁush I did pretty well cleamng him until T start-
ed to brush his left leg. His kick was quick and sudden,
but I jumped back in time. I stepped around and looked
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at his head. He was looking me right in the eye, and 1
knew he wasn’t afraid.

You can tell what a horse is like by -looking at his
head. Midnight had small ears, and his wide-spaced
eyes meant he had good sense. There was a bold, proud
look in his eyes, too. With a head like that, he couldn’t
be really bad, I thought. But he was at war against men.

“That’s good enough,” George said. He was on his
horse with his rope in his hand. The loop was open and
ready to throw.

I walked to Midnight’s head and untied him. It was
then I noticed Yhat no one was on horseback except
George; the others were busy with their saddles or bri-
dles. They were waiting to see whether I would lead or
ride the mustang to the barn.

I tied a rope around Midnight’s nose, and before he
knew it I was on his back. He went away from the cor-
ral in jumps and kicks, and suddenly the men were all
in their saddles with George in the lead. Their shouts

were enough to frighten any horse but somehow I kept
I Midnight’s head up, and the ride ended at the barn. I
quickly got off his back. I wanted no more riding until
I got a saddle on him.

I stepped to his head to take the rope off his nose.
As I put my hand on the rope, he rose up on his hind
legs and struck me in the chest with his front hoofs.
Before I could get up from the ground where I landed,
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he came after me, his ears back and his teeth bared. |
rolled out of reach under a nearby wagon.

Then I saw the reason for George’s open loop. He
roped that horse and pulled him in before I got my first
full breath. He watched while I brushed the dirt off my
clothes.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes, " 1 said. “Nice roping.”

“Would you rather have another horse today and
ride this one sometime when you feel better?”

I was angry all the way to my heels. “No. If Ican
ride that animal without a saddle, I can ride him all
day. Show me a saddle and bridle. We are going to
know each other a little better.”

George turned to one of the cowboys. “Shorty, get
a saddle and bridle. We’ll start Slim and Midnight on
their way to getting to know each other.”

Well! Now it was “Slim” — not “Kid.” Shorty got
down from his horse and passed me with a grin. I tried
to grin back. He returned with a good saddle and bridle.
Midnight was dfficult all through the job but George
held his head and Shorty helped, and we finally got him
saddled.

- “Want me to hold him while you get on?” George
asked me.

My left shouder and arm felt almost all right again.
I looked at Midnight. “I don’t think so,” I said. “Maybe
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I can make him think it isn’t important if I just step
into the saddle.” George smiled and took his hand off
Midnight’s bridle.

In the Saddle

Quietly, with the reins in my left hand, I took hold
of the left side of the bridle, put my right hand on the
saddle horn, and pulled Midnight toward me. As he
started to turn, I went into the saddle. And, strangely
enough, Midnight didn’t seem to think it was important.

Then Joe, the foreman, gave us our orders for the
day. We were to ride over the ranch and bring in every
longhorn we could find. Someone wanted to buy all the
longhorns the ranch would sell.

So we went to work. Midnight fought the reins the
whole way, but he was surefooted and quick. We had
already brought in a number of longhorns when suddenly
I saw, rising above some brush, the longest pair of horns
I had ever seen. As we came closer, the animal ran away
from us. '

Now a longhorn can run like a deer. My respect for
Midnight rose higher when he ran ahead of that big
longhorn, turned him and kept him going through the
brush in the right direction.

Suddenly the longhorn jumped over something. We
were going too fast to stop. We would either hit what-
ever it was or jump. I dug my heels into Midnight and
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lifted the reins so that he would jump. But he chose
that moment to fight the reins again. He ran right into
the cactus that the longhorn had jumped over.

By the time I got Midnght stopped in an open sandy
place, my right knee felt as though it were on fire from
the cactus spines in it. I thought the horse was probab-
ly finshed. Fortunately, I was wearing gloves and could
pick the spines out of my knee immediately; they go in
deeper if you move around. Then I got out of the sad-
dle.

Midnight was full of spines from his nose to his
hoofs. I knew from the pain in my knee how he must
be feeling. He stood still, though, and looked at me with
a question in his eyes that brought tears into mine.

Just then Joe, the foreman, rode up. He looked Mid-
night over carefully. “We can’t get them out without
tying him down,” he said. “And if we do that, they’ll
just work into him deeper until they kill him. Better
take your saddle off, Slim.” He drew his gun.

Hope for Midnight?

“No, Joe, wait,” I'said. “I got him into this. I want
to get him out if I can. Just stand by and let me try.”

For a minute the foreman didn’t say anything. “All
right,” he said finally. “But stay out of line with his
head, because the first bad move he makes, I’m going to
put a bullet in him.”
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I reached out to Midnight’s nose and picked off two
long spines. He moved his head a little with the pain
and looked surprised, but he made no move to strike
back at me. He stood quietly while I continued to work.

By the time I got his face and neck clean, his ears
had come forward. On down I worked and he didn’t
move. Joe sat on his horse quietly, but now and then I
heard him say something to himself.

Finishing the Job

Down to Midnight’s front hoofs, back on his sides
and under his body, down his hind legs — he stood as
still as a stone. As I finished each part, I took off my
gloves and ran my hands over him to make sure I had
gotten all the spines. Finally I stepped around to Mid-
night’s head and looked at Joe. He took a deep breath and
put away his gun.

“Thank you,” I said, and I meant it.

“It’s the strangest thing I ever saw,". said Joe. He
looked at his watch, then off to where the men were
moving the longhorns to the corrals. “It’s time for din-
ner. Let’s go.”

As we rode, he told me a little about Midnight’s
history. He had been one of the wild horses that ran
around .in the country beyond the ranch. And he had
never stopped fighting. This morning, Joe said, was the
first time he had ever seen Midnight use his front hoofs
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and teeth on a man though. “I suppose it was the rope
you. tied around his nose that made him do it.”
“I suppose it was,” 'I said. “He just doesn’t like

”

men.

“No, he doesn’t like men. And if you had been treat-
ed the way he has, since he first met men, you wouldn’t
like them either.”

Fun at Dinner

We watered our horsss and led them to the rail
where the other horses were. Then we went to eat din-
ner.

When I entered the big dining room, I was greeted
with shouts. Everybody had something to say about my
riding. The parts of the saddle and the bridle were care-
fully explained to me. 1 was told what the reins were
for and how to use them.

Nothing was said about the cactus. But Krimpy, the
ranchhouse joker, added: “If you're going to follow a
longhorn into the brush, ride the longhorn and give your
horse a rest.”

Because they were joking with me, I knew that I
was no longer on trial with them. It was their way of
saying: “Well done! You’re one of us now.”

After dinner we started a game of ball.I was stand-
ing far back, shouting at Krimpy to throw the ball to
me. ‘Suddenly everybody stopped and looked at me. I
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thought they were going to play a joke of some kind
and stepped back a little farther. I received a push in
the back that almost threw me to the ground.

A Friendly Visit

I turned and saw Midnight, standing quietly looking
at me. He had walked away from the other horses, his
reins following along behind him on the ground.

I said, very gently, “Midnight, what are you doing
here?”

He walked forward two steps and put his head
against my chest where, earlier in the day, he had struck
me with his hoofs. He began to move his head. slowly
up and down against my chest. My hands came up and
found the soft places behind his ears.

I could hear the cowboys coming closer to us and
could hear their words of wonder. At one time or ano-
. ther, Midnight had given most of them a lot of trouble,
- and they couldn’t believe their eyes.

A gentle laugh from George broke the quiet. “Well,
Slim, it looks as though you and Midnight got to know
each other, all right.”

“Yes,” was all I could say. Tears came to my eyes
agan.

Joe broke it up with, “Let’s go, men.” Then, as they
turned away, he said a last word. “I don’t want to see
any of you putting a rope on Midnight He's Slim’s horse
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from now on.”

I am an old man now, and those days are far gone.
But I can see Midnight as clearly now as I did that won-
derful day he put his head against my chest to thank
me and to say that he was sorry and wanted to be
friends. He gave me the love of his wild heart as none
of the many other horses I’ve known ever could.

10

‘‘‘‘‘



BEFH

——EF, RYBMAEREMNZE/RELILAED
i, WMRZ+S, EMHEEY—EHHF. BAE—TH
Mt S E-EHFF R, REAAMEBRER, &b
ERLWAF L BENHSFHERILDEE, KAFIEENE
M Lo,

BEELRE LAY, REEEAEN, BALE—L
8L, BARMBAMRA MRS, AR 6, T B.5 fet .
BB, ELRERIFL, DareLilEm,

XA LN, BREDRARE: DRK XBDG"

EWRAMTER, FEAER, Bn ERTAFiE, RERS
BKRT. k—RIbFEERGIEIS, FRE RBETER, W3
B R T REGRAT, =& —4 A, EREl

“Ze—pi L, " B bho
R B Tk, TERE E)ﬂ&m%m@,:& ",
x%%mwmﬁmﬁae%mm % ik

11




