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“Here Come the Cows Across the Bridge, Spilling Into Town”

Leon Hale

It’s about the middle of the morning.  I’m standing on the second-floor porch of the control house at Matagorda Drawbridge, where FR2031 crosses the Intracoastal Canal.

James Wright is out here too.  He works for the Texas Highway Department which maintains this bridge.  He’s looking down the blacktop, waiting for the cows.  In about 20 minutes, a herd of 800 cattle will be crossing the bridge.

This is the Huebner_Arnold Estate cattle drive I’ve been telling you about the last few days.  The cattle have come off winter range down on Matagorda Peninsula.  They swam the Colorado River and now are being driven along public pavement, toward summer pasture near Bay City.

James Wright is accustomed to cows crossing his bridge.  The Huebners and the Arnold Estate aren’t the only ranchers who drive cattle up this road.  Other herds come off the northeast half of Matagorda Peninsula, as Huebner-Arnold cattle come from the lower half.  In fact I’m told the Savage Family of Bay City is coming up the road this morning, just behind the herd we’re waiting for, and that they ‘re bringing a similar-sized herd.

Big outfits like the Huebners and the Savages will make two or three drives like this, both in spring and again in the fall.  So I expect, from the standpoint of cow traffic, this farm road and State Highway 60 between here and Bay City is the busiest route in Texas.

Here they come, around the bend.  Here also, in the canal, comes a towboat pushing a huge barge.  A conflict.  But the captain of the boat agrees, on the radio, to hold up and wait to let the cows cross.  Wright says if the captain had elected not to wait, the bridge would open for him because water traffic rules the road at this point.

Couple of advance cowboys have put hay on the bridge.  This is so the cattle can’t see the steel grillwork where the bridge separates and swings open.  Those grills look a good bit like cattleguards.

The herd crosses fast, in a trot, and spills into the town of Matagorda just above the canal.  Along behind comes a trailer holding three baby calves born last night, after the river crossing.

I’ve burned a bunch of film on these cattle because I don’t know how much longer you’ll be seeing Texas cows getting driven along public highways.  On this trip I’ve heard some of the Huebners say they’ll likely have to start hauling soon, instead of driving.  Because of the traffic, which is getting heavier every year.

Already the planning of a cattle drive like this is complicated.  Can’t make a drive on weekends or holidays.  Nor after school’s out in the spring.  Too much tourist traffic.

It’s afternoon now and I’m in Bay City.  The cattle came through Matagorda and are now in a pasture north of here.  The Huebners and the Arnold Estate will separate their stock, and the Huebners will come on up State 60 toward home.

To most tourists, and even some Texans who’ve never seen it, it’s a fun experience to meet 800 cattle on a public highway.  To others, it’s a pain and a sore point.  In this area you’re forever hearing little stories about cuss fights between angry motorists and horseback cowboys moving cattle.

I went into Louisiana County attorney Fred Holub’s office to see if there’s any law against driving livestock on our highways.  Evidently there is none, as long as the cattle are “attended.”  That’s the test, Holub said – whether the stock is attended.

You might say there’s a broad difference of opinion about what “attending cattle” properly amounts to.  It’s one of many somewhat hazy legal situations that keeps life in this state from growing dull and uneventful.  Somehow the question reminds me of Voss McCrosky, way down yonder on Matagorda Peninsula, when he said he wouldn’t keep a cow horse that won’t pitch a little, at times.

