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“The Thrill of Watching 800 Cows Swim a River”

Leon Hale

Matagorda Peninsula – This cattle drive I’ve been telling you about since Tuesday has arrived at the mouth of the Colorado.  Now comes the main reason I’ve been following along:  to see 800 head of cows swim the river.

That number is just an estimate because there’s no way to count these cattle until they get home.  Home will be pastures in Matagorda County upriver from here.  The cattle belong to the Huebner family of Bay City, and the Isaac Arnold Estate of Houston.  They’ve spent the winter on Matagorda Peninsula, scattered from the mouth of the river all the way down to Pass Cavallo, which separates this curious strip of real estate from Matagorda Island.

This is where they turn north toward home, but first they need to get across the river.  One reason is, there’s a road over on the east side that they can be driven up.  Also they still have to get across the Intracoastal Canal, which is about five miles inland from here.  They can do that by a drawbridge, on the east side of the river at the town of Matagorda.

There’s going to be a delay.

I’m with Little Jack Huebner on the river bank and it’s almost noon.  Virgil Townley is here too, representing the Arnold Estate.  He and Huebner have been throwing hunks of wood into the water, trying to decide what the tide is doing.  A norther has messed things up and it’s hard to say which way the river is running, whether it’s “coming in or going out.”

Also the breakers are too high.  A lot of baby calves are in the herd and they will try to turn back when waves slap them in the face.  That makes trouble.

So we wait.  It’s possible the delay could be two, three days.

Jack Huebner talks about the times he and his family used to swim cattle over Green’s Bayou, far down the peninsula.  One year they sat horseback for 10 days, holding a herd, waiting on tides and winds to calm so they could swim the bayou.  That bayou has since silted over and the cattle can walk it.

The herd is now a short ride behind us in a large pen called a catch-all.  The chuck truck is in business here at the river and I visit awhile with Dudley Huebner, Little Jack’s son, who is a high school junior.  And with his friend Beaver Glick of Brazoria.

They seem tired.  They’ve been working cattle four days.  By the map it looks to be about 25 miles from here to the lower end of the peninsula where the drive began.  But you understand it isn’t just a matter of getting behind the cows and pushing them along.  The men have been working cattle, the whole way cutting out cows with calves too young to make the swim and the trip.  Also cutting back pregnant cows that don’t look like they’d make it home before calving.  It’s slow work.  A lot of riding.

I’ve got acquainted with Dr. M. C. Frankson, Bay City veterinarian.  He’s a good cowboy and helps some with the drive.  He talks about the peninsula, stretching away to the southwest.  It’s a fine winter range, he says, but in summer cattle suffer from its insects.  Says he’s known this to happen:  Say a few head got left behind on the peninsula.  As the summer comes, mosquitoes can get so bad those cows will run to the river, cross it, and go trotting up the road, away from salt water.

No horse seems to like the peninsula.  Turn one loose on the beach and he’ll run to the river and swim toward home.  When the herd is moving to the mainland, the cowboy’s spare horses are almost always in the lead, and have to be held back.

We wait.  Two hours.  Three.

I go out in a skiff, into the crossing area, with Huebner and Jeff Koppock, to check how the tide is running.  Wind is high.  Jeff says the boat is rougher than that paint horse he’s been on the past four days.

But about 4 p.m., conditions say it’s time to swim.

Koppock swings onto his paint and gallops back toward the herd.  There are shouts.  I go back out in the skiff with Huebner.  He will help herd the cattle across, using the skiff like a horse.  He doesn’t tell me what to expect.  He only says, “Keep a lifejacket handy.”

They come so quickly I am unprepared.  I had imagined they’d come slow, tentative, hesitant, afraid.

Mister, they charged the river.  I look up from the bow of the skiff and here comes that herd out of the sun, the spare horses leading in a high lope, loping in unison in that beautiful way horses do when eager and free.  The cattle following close, bellowing and splashing.  It is something out of a John Wayne movie.  I get so excited I almost stand up in the boat, which would be the wrong thing.

Then we seem surrounded by tons of swimming beef.  Once I take my eye away from my camera and look down and here at my very elbow is the head and horns of a Brahman bull.  He’s the size of a corn crib and I think he is coming in the skiff and that’s the first I remember, about keeping the lifejacket handy.

Oh, it is a scene, all those cattle swimming.  In 30 minutes they are across.  I turn around in the skiff and begin telling Huebner what I’ve seen, just like he hadn’t even been there.  I guess he thinks I’ve slipped my trolley, but he’s a polite man and doesn’t comment.

I planned to leave after the swim, but now I’m going to stay at least until the herd goes through Matagorda tomorrow.

