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when he reached adulthood, to work toward recovering--and 

validating--their past.i 

The revelation-one in which he, John McCarty, was 

fortuitously situated between a momentous past and a future where 

he would fulfill his destiny to chronicle the Texas experience—filled 

him with an intense loyalty to the land and its people. Through his 

newspaper editing; his civic leadership; his involvement in the 

Democratic Party; his soil and water conservation efforts; and his 

promotion of Panhandle art, history, and tourism, he helped define 

what it meant to be Northwest Texan. 

McCarty articulated what his contemporaries knew, but could 

never voice as clearly: as descendants of pioneer pastores. cowboys, 

and farmers, they had inherited a tenacity borne on the arid, flat, 

and windswept Texas Panhandle. Undisputed and understood, that 

tenacity, and the beliefs and values that sprung from it, could sustain 

prosperity for generations of Panhandle inhabitants. McCarty 

conceived of a "spirit" of the past, a vitality which lived in a people's 

collective memory, shaping their identity and invigorating their 

purpose. Continuity between past and present came to characterize 

his historical vision. 

John McCarty, then, devoted himself to defining the Panhandle 

ethos. But independent of their loftier purpose, his many 

^Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, interview with author, Amarillo, TX, 12 July, 
1997; John L. McCarty, interview by Donald Green, 26 July 1968, tape 
recording, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, TX; C. L. Sonnichsen, 
in foreword to John L. McCarty, Maverick Town: The Storv of Old Tascosa (1946; 
reprint, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988), vii-viii. 



accomplishments are worth telling for their own sake. By profession, 

McCarty was a journalist, serving in every facet of the newspaper 

business during his twenty-five year career. From his beginnings as 

a sportswriter for a college newspaper, he rose to sports editor of an 

Amarillo daily, and then, in 1929, became editor and co-owner of the 

Dalhart Texan. Under McCarty's energetic leadership, the Texan won 

several awards for editing and community service, developing a 

sound reputation among readers in five states. During the 

mid-thirties, national journalists, photographers, and documentary 

crews assigned to the Dust Bowl sought McCarty's cooperation. Their 

reporting, and that of the Texan's staff, made Dalhart and Dallam 

County the epicenter of a great ecological drama-the Dust 

Bowl—unfolding on the Great Plains. 

The Eastern media's representation of the Southern Plains 

changed McCarty's life. Though he valued the scientific conservation 

and diversification methods advocated by national commentators, 

McCarty grew frustrated with hyperbolic portrayals of the Texas 

Panhandle as a barren wasteland inhabited by a few ignorant 

hillbillies. He fired back, forming the popular "Last Man Club," a 

conservation-education and morale-boosting fraternity immortalized 

in a "March of Time" newsreel featuring the club's founder. He 

adopted a fiery, defensive editorial-style, and his widely reprinted 

rebuttal to a 1937 Collier's story elevated him to hero-status on the 

Southern Plains. 

Texas politicos took note of McCarty's rising popularity. As 

president of the Texas Young Democrats, McCarty demonstrated his 



leadership skills during the closely-watched 1935 convention, 

highlighted by his management of a stormy debate over the 

principles of the National Recovery Act. He earned the respect of 

national Democratic Party officials, and he cultivated relationships 

with important Texas politicians. But he was first and foremost a 

journalist, and in 1936 publisher Gene Howe's offer to McCarty to 

serve as editor and associate publisher of the Amarillo Daily News 

proved irresistable. 

Though he maintained his small town view of newspapers as 

loyal vanguards of their readerships, McCarty adapted quickly to the 

broader scope required of Amarillo's largest daily. As did many 

editors across Texas, he supported New Deal public investment 

policies while questioning President Franklin Roosevelt's positions 

toward labor unions, strikes, and the Supreme Court. He provided 

substantial coverage of national and state politics, and he took a 

personal interest in the campaigns and careers of James Allred, 

Marvin Jones, Coke Stevenson, and others. He vacillated over the 

Roosevelt administration's foreign policy, but after Pearl Harbor, 

McCarty and the News took a leadership role in coordinating 

Northwest Texas recruiting drives, principally for the United States 

Navy. McCarty, who for years had taken an interest in the Amarillo 

helium industry, lobbied for the Navy's lighter-than-air program, 

and its director. Rear Admiral C. E. Rosendahl, credited McCarty for 

much of the program's success. 

Perhaps McCarty's greatest contribution to Panhandle history 

was his directorship of water conservation projects. McCarty co-



founded and served as president of the Panhandle Water 

Conservation Authority (PWCA), an organization dedicated to soil and 

water conservation, flood control, and recreational development. In 

his over fifteen years of service with the PWCA, McCarty consulted 

federal and state officials; lobbied congressmen, governors, and state 

legislators; testified before Congress; and represented the Panhandle 

at national and regional conservation conferences. Under his 

guidance, the PWCA set a standard for federally-recognized 

conservation authorities established in the Great Plains and 

Southwest. Umbarger Dam and Buffalo Lake, Sanford Dam and Lake 

Meredith, and numerous Panhandle recreation sites are evidence of 

McCarty's coimnitment to water conservation. When one considers 

that McCarty was running a city newspaper during this same period, 

the efforts border on the extraordinary. 

Despite his many obligations, McCarty's devotion to historical 

writing never wavered. In his first two years at the editor's desk of 

The Amarillo Daily News. McCarty supervised the preparation of the 

remarkable four-pound, 280-page "Golden Anniversary Issue" of 

August 14, 1938. An encyclopedic history of the Panhandle area, it 

included articles by prominent folklorists, historians, and 

archeaologists of the Southwest. Many of the contributions were 

representative of the Regionalist Movement, an inter-war artistic and 

intellectual movement devoted to the salvaging of folk culture and 

the celebration of regional diversity. McCarty's Maverick Town: The 

Story of Old Tascosa (1946) received flattering reviews in scholarly 

journals and set University of Oklahoma sales records, a testimony to 



the author's determination to satisfy the general public's thirst for 

Western history. Maverick Town and the Anniversary Issue, in 

addition to the local poetry and prose that he compiled and 

published, reflected McCarty's mission to connect his contemporaries 

to their rich history, especially the history made by what McCarty 

referred to as the West's "little men": Mexican and Anglo-American 

cattlemen and settlers who fought the large foreign- or 

Eastern-financed ranching operations of the Texas Panhandle. In his 

works, voices of these little men spoke—literally—to the readers: in 

Maverick Town alone. McCarty cited 33 interviews, 27 of which were 

recorded by him between 1923 to 1945. 

McCarty's peers recognized his many contributions to West 

Texas State College (now West Texas A&M University) and the 

Panhandle-Plains Historical Society, including his fundraising projects 

for expanding the society's museum. His public relations firm, 

founded after his retirement from the newspaper business in 1947, 

promoted Palo Duro Canyon State Park, where his publicity, 

concessionaire, and recreational projects generated an unprecedented 

interest in the history and environment of the canyon. 

If he had not been a remarkably resilient individual, events in 

the late 1950s might have destroyed McCarty. Searching for a new 

challenge, he entered the insurance business. In the wake of his first 

wife's sudden death in 1957, he helped conduct two ill-advised 

business transactions that bankrupted his company and severely 

damaged his reputation among Amarillo citizens. McCarty 

rebounded. To combat the mental depression he suffered following 



his personal and public tragedies, he took-up painting. His Dust Bowl 

scenes and Panhandle landscapes attracted galleries in New York, 

where he staged two shows in the early 1960s. In his later years, he 

opened an Amarillo art gallery and, until his death in 1974, worked 

diligently to promote the careers of West Texas artists. 

Ironically, McCarty's writings and preservation work contribute 

to historians' (and the general public's) continued preoccupation with 

the nineteenth-century Panhandle. We maintain our fascination with 

army-Indian conflict, Texas Rangers, trail drives, and cattle empires, 

at the expense of our understanding of the region's 

twentieth-century history. In a newly-published survey of Texas 

history. West Texas figures prominently only in a chapter entitled 

"The Advance of the Frontier."2 With the exception of a recent 

biography of William H. Bush, a few books and articles exploring the 

1930s, an illustrated survey of the Texas Panhandle, and two 

graduate theses examining various aspects of the pre-World War II 

period, modern Northwest Texas has drawn little attention from 

scholars.3 The period since World War II has not been covered. 

^Rupert N. Richardson, Adrian Anderson and Ernest Wallace, Texas: The 
Lone Star State (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1997). 

3Paul H. Carlson, Empire Builder in the Texas Panhandle: William Henry 
Bush (College Station: Texas A & M Press, 1996); B. Byron Price and Frederick 
W. Rathjen, The Golden Spread: An Illustrated History of Amarillo and the Texas 
Panhandle (Northridge. CA: Windsor Publications, 1986); John C. Dawson, High 
Plains Yesterdays: From XIT Davs Through Drouth and Depression (Austin: 
Eakins Press, 1985); R. Douglas Hurt, The Dust Bowl: An Agricultural and Social 
Hismr^CChicago: Nelson-Hall, 1981); David L. Nail, One Short Sleep Past: A 
Profile of Amarillo in the Thirties (Canvon. TX: Staked Plains Press, 1973); 
Ruby Winona Adams, "Social Behavior in a Drought Stricken Texas Panhandle 
Community" (Master's thesis. University of Texas, 1939); Francis McNeill 



In addition to addressing a neglected field of research, 

McCarty's story can contribute to historiographical dialogue on the 

the meaning of the American West. Since the 1970s, many social 

scientists seeking an understanding of the West as a region (or 

regions) have switched their focus from the West's physical and 

economic environments to its cultural milieu. Raymond Gatsil, 

Wilbur Zelinsky, Joel Garreau, Donald Meinig, Daniel Elazar, Richard 

Jensen, Micheal Steiner, Patricia Nelson Limerick, and other students 

of the West emphasize the cultural imprint of initial settlers; 

psychological determinants of regional identity; the interaction 

between settlers and their physical habitat; attitudes and values of 

residents in a particular area; and the impact of mental images and 

myth in the development of regions.^ In a reference of specific 

Alsup, "A History of the Texas Panhandle" (Master's thesis. University of 
Southern California, 1943). 

"̂ In Cultural Regions of the United States (Seattle, 1975) Gatsil 
emphasizes the significance of culture in shaping the development of 
landscapes. In The Cultural Geography of the United States (Englewood Cliffs, 
1973) and other works, Zelinsky defines regions as "the product of the spatial 
perception of average people," an idea similar to Meinig's thesis, presented in 
The Great Columbia Plain (Seattle. 1968) and Southwest (New York, 1971), that a 
region is defined by a people's mental image of a particular area. Garreau in 
The Nine Nations of North America (Boston. 1981) and Elazar in American 
Federalism (New York, 1966) and Cities of the Prairie (New York, 1970) 
conclude that definitions of a particular region like the West are best 
determined by the residents' "attitudes." In "On Modernizing Frederick 
Jackson Turner: The Historiography of Regionalism," Western Historical 
Quarterly 11, Jensen downplays environmental determinants in favor of value 
systems and life-styles. Steiner's "Turner's Sectional Thesis," Western 
Historical Quarterly 10, called for a revitalization of Frederick Jackson 
Turner's sectional thesis, noting that for Turner, "[s]ectionalism . . . could not 
only foster a sense of community amid the incorporation of life into larger 
and more impersonal units but also insure a healthier relationship to the 
land." In The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American West 
(New York: Norton, 1987), Limerick assaults what she sees as an exploitation-
minded American value system that shaped the shameful history of the 

8 



interest to McCarty and his lifetime, Gerald Nash writes that, from 

the turn-of-the-century to World War II, "westerners had been 

seeking to forge a distinct cultural life that would not only be 

independent of the East but would also reflect the unique elements 

of the western environment and the values which it engendered 

among the people."^ 

Though geographers, anthropologists, and journalists have all 

posited significant theories for examining the West, an historian, 

Martin Ridge, offers the most compelling argument for a cultural 

paradigm of Western studies. In a 1989 essay summarizing the 

"frontier vs. region" debate. Ridge defines the West as a "cultural 

phenomenon" separated from other regions by a "psychological fault 

line." He argues that inside this "public entity with geographic 

boundaries" there exists a "culture [which] serves a profoundly 

conservative function." Ridge urges historians of the West to explore 

the people's "sense of identity-the western ethos" in an effort to 

place the region within the context of the national culture, an 

endeavor, he concludes, which would deepen the significance of the 

West as a region.^ 

American West. Gerald D. Nash masterfully presents and synthesizes these and 
other cultural arguments in Creating the West: Historical Interpretations. 
1890-1990. a volume in The Calvin P. Horn Lectures in Western History and 
Culture (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1991): 129-42. 

^Gerald D. Nash, The American West Transformed: The Impact of the 
Second World War (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985): 13. 

^Martin Ridge, "The American West: From Frontier to Region," New 
Mexico Historical Review 64 (1989): 125-41. 



John McCarty would have approved of such an endeavor. As 

did Frederick Jackson Turner before him, McCarty in his lifetime 

suggested that "the processes of settlement in western America were 

epochal" and corresponded with "cultural phases in the development 

of the West. . . ."^ As does Professor Limerick in our day, McCarty in 

his day accepted "[t]he reality of cultural conquest."8 But he also 

championed the culture of his region. McCarty, whose dark-skinned, 

part-Cherokee father once risked his life saving an African-American 

boy from a Klan-style tar-and-feathering, did not burden himself 

with the negativism, pessimism, and self-doubt evident in some 

recent "New West" histories. Convinced that those who had 

inherited the Panhandle were destined to do so, McCarty got on with 

the task of making the region livable for its citizens, regardless of 

their race, gender, or ideological convictions. 

John McCarty fulfilled his boyhood dream of preserving for the 

people the history—and potential--that surrounded them. He lived 

his life believing that a people connected to their heritage could 

overcome all future challenges. 

^John L. McCarty, Maverick Town: The Storv of Old Tascosa. foreword by 
C. L. Sonnichsen (1946; reprint, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1988): 
xiii. 

8lbid. 
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CHAPTER II 

"LORD, PLANT MY FEET ON HIGHER GROUND" 

William and Ruby McCarty packed their supplies and their 

three children, hitched their two mares to a travel-worn Studebaker 

covered wagon, and, with a snap from William's whip, began their 

early-morning ascent of the Caprock. It was early August, 1915, and 

the family had camped the previous evening with fifteen to twenty 

other families by a lake near Post City, a jumping-off point for 

immigrants bound for the West Texas plains. The area around the 

lake had provided mesquite for fuel and an abundance of quail 

which, along with pone bread cooked in a Dutch oven, made-up the 

evening meal. The McCartys had passed the twilight hours 

conferring with other travelers about the difficulties associated with 

climbing the Caprock, as well as discussing the opportunities awaiting 

them atop the Llano Estacado. 

William McCarty, who had spent the last thirty years as a 

wandering cowboy, tenant farmer, and laborer, understood both the 

difficulties of the ascent and the opportunities offered by the High 

Plains of West Texas. Eight years before, in 1907, he had moved his 

family from central Texas to Stamford in Jones County, where, for 

several months, he worked with a construction crew laying the 

railroad line between Stamford and Spur in Dickens County. 

According to his oldest son, John, Northwest Texas impressed William 

McCarty "because that country seemed to hold some promise and 

some chance for the ownership of land, especially to people who 

1 1 



worked hard and saved." The McCartys returned to central Texas in 

1908; yet, like so many other families living in the unhealthy, 

malaria-ridden lower regions of the state, "the spirit of the West and 

the opportunities" awaiting them there eventually proved 

irresistable. Thus, in 1914 they packed their wagon and went 

northwest, making short stops in such towns as Brownwood and 

Santa Anna, "democratic places" where supplies could be purchased 

and road information gathered. Their migration lasted ten months, 

for the McCartys worked along the way, picking cotton near Baird, 

Texas, and finding various jobs in other communities in an effort to 

raise money for an anticipated purchase of land. 

John L. McCarty's recollection of his family's migration to the 

Panhandle, though probably somewhat romanticized, reveals the 

reverence he held for his parents. "They came not to exploit or to 

plunder, as so many others before them," wrote McCarty in 1938. 

"They were hunting no sudden way to wealth, and fame held no 

attraction. They were home builders who expected to pay with the 

hard work of every member of the family."^ 

McCarty, a fourteen-year-old boy in 1915, remembered vividly 

the ascent of the Caprock. As the wagon "jostled and jolted 

laboriously" up the steep incline, his mother broke into the strains of 

an old church hymn she had often sung to her children on Sunday 

Ijohn L. McCarty, '"Lift Me up and Let Me Stand by Faith on Heaven's 
Table Land,'" Amarillo Sunday News-Globe, sec. F, 14 August 1938 (hereafter 
cited as Golden Anniversary Issue). See also an editorial by John L. McCarty, 
Dalhart Texan. 13 February 1934, and John L. McCarty, interview with Donald 
Green, 26 July 1968, Amarillo, TX. 

12 



mornings: '"Lord, lift me up and let me stand by faith on Heaven's 

table land; A higher plane, than I have found. Lord, plant my feet 

on higher ground.'"^ 

On that August morning, the McCartys, like others who climbed 

the Caprock, vowed never to leave the Plains. Many years later, John 

McCarty described the kind of people who made such commitments: 

"Those who stayed it out, and most of them did," he wrote, "were a 

pretty hardy and substantial people, able to take the worst and the 

best the waiting plains held for them."3 His family, McCarty 

reasoned, epitomized High Plains hardiness. 

William Rush McCarty, John McCarty's father, was born to John 

and Mary Nash McCarthy in Pike County, Arkansas, in 1869. The 

McCarty family traces its roots in America to the 1840s when, during 

the Great Irish Potato Famine, John McCarthy immigrated to the 

United States from Ireland. Where he settled is uncertain, but by the 

late 1850s, John and his brother had come to Arkansas in search of 

affordable farm land."̂  

In Pike County in southwestern Arkansas, John met and 

married a half-Cherokee woman, Mary Nash, whose parents had 

been among the 15,000 Cherokees removed to Indian Territory 

during the Trail of Tears march in the winter of 1838-39. Eight 

2McCarty, "Lift Me up and Let Me Stand," in Golden Anniversary Issue. 

3lbid. 

^McCarty to Green interview; Barbara Spray, comp., Texas Panhandle 
Forefathers (Amarillo: Amarillo Genealogical Society, 1983). 111. 
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children were born to the couple, but five of them, along with their 

father, perished in a typhoid fever epidemic. About 1877 or 1878 

Mary Nash McCarthy married again, this time to a Mr. Edmunds of 

Billstown, Arkansas. Edmunds proved a violent and abusive 

stepfather, and in 1879, following his mother's death while giving 

birth to her tenth child, ten-year-old William, born in 1869 and the 

youngest of John and Mary McCarthy's children, was given up for 

adoption. He walked to Indian Territory, where members of his 

mother's family raised him.5 

As a young boy growing up in the Territory, William Rush 

McCarthy learned the cowboy's trade. By his early twenties, he had 

gained a wide reputation as a horse handler. He became proficient in 

five Indian languages, but his third-grade education limited his 

reading and writing abilities, and, dissatisfied with the way he 

shaped the "h" in McCarthy, he dropped the letter from his name. In 

his late twenties, William McCarty moved to Bell County in central 

Texas where he began the first of many attempts at tenant farming.^ 

In a newspaper column written in the early 1960s, John 

McCarty described the countenance, character, and personality of his 

dark-skinned father: 

As a youngster my brother and I used to have to defend 

5McCarty to Green interview; Jeanne Claytor, interview with Sean J. 
Flynn, 12 July 1997, Amarillo, TX; Spray, Texas Panhandle Forefathers. 111. 

^Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997; Spray, Texas Panhandle 
Forefathers. Il l; Texas State Historical Association, The New Handbook of 
Texas, vol. 5 (Austin: The Texas State Historical Association), 373. 

14 



our Indian ancestory. We are one-eight [sic] Cherokee. 
No one ever thought of us being Irish. My father looked 
like an Indian, talked like an Irishman, cussed like a 
sailor, worked like hades and thought this was the finest 
world God ever created. He was never dissatisfied with 
today or where he was but always thought tomorrow 
and the next place would be better and brighter.̂  

Near Belton, Texas, in 1900, William McCarty met and married 

Ruby Laura Lloyd, who had migrated with her family from Alabama 

in 1876. Ruby taught William to read and write, and on August 10, 

1901, she gave birth to their first child, John Lawton McCarty.̂  

Following a couple of unprofitable farming seasons (during 

which Ruby, with John slung over her back, picked cotton for area 

farmers), William returned to his original occupation, serving as 

foreman of the Middux (?) Ranch near Lampasas, Texas. In 1971, 

John McCarty recalled that his first childhood memory was gazing at 

longhorn cattle through a fence on the Middux Ranch. "I thought 

they were the prettiest things you could imagine," he wrote. "I 

mean, big old heads and horns, I just loved them. Ever since that 

time, all my life, I've had a hard time believing all the junk I hear 

about how rough and tough and mean longhorn cattle are."^ After a 

year or two on the Middux Ranch, William McCarty returned to 

"7John L. McCarty, clipping from The Amarillo Citizen, n.d., in the 
personal papers of Evelyn Jeanne McCarty, Amarillo, TX. 

^Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 

9John L. McCarty, interview with Pearline Cook, 1 November 1971, 
Manuscript and Interview Collection, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, 
Canyon, TX; Golden Anniversary Issue. 
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tenant-farming, first in Milam, then in Bastrop counties. Ruby cared 

for the three children (William Franklin was born in 1905, Ada 

Naomi in 1907), and, to bolster the family income, prepared and sold 

a homemade salve to area farmers. And she continued to pick 

cotton, often with a child slung over her back.i^ 

In 1907, the McCartys moved west by covered wagon to 

Stamford, where William worked for a short-time as a peace officer 

before joining the railroad crew building the Stamford-to-Spur line. 

John McCarty enrolled as a first-grader at the Stamford school, a 

red-brick building a few blocks from his home. When railroad 

construction ceased, William moved his family to the small town of 

Lubbock, where he was hired as the town marshall. In Lubbock, 

William received an offer to exchange his team of horses for a section 

of land near the present site of Texas Tech University. Needing the 

team to return to central Texas, he declined the offer.ii 

The McCarty's first stay on the Plains lasted only a year, for as 

William's granddaughter explains, William "always had itchy feet."^^ 

In 1908, the McCartys began a series of short-lived tenancies in 

central and southcentral Texas, where John attended log-built schools 

with names such as "Prairie Chapel School," "Mountain School," and 

"Westbrook School." William introduced his son to the art of outdoor 

l^McCarty to Green interview; Claytor to Flynn interview. 12 July 1997. 

llClaytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997; McCarty to Cook interview; 
Golden Anniversary Issue; Spray, Texas Panhandle Forefathers. I l l ; The New 
Handbook of Texas, vol. 5, 373. 

^^Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 
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survival, teaching him to hunt dove, possum, squirrel, and armadillo; 

to catch catfish in the Colorado River; and to kill copperheads and 

rattlesnakes. By 1909-1910, conditions for William and Ruby had 

become, in the words of John McCarty, "very bad," and everyone in 

the family was "working all the time to eke out an existence on 

tenant farms and in working for other people."13 Jn 1910 or 1911, 

the McCartys moved to San Antonio, home to Ruby's brothers, where 

John quit school to work as a $3.50 a week stockboy at F. W. 

Woolworth's. After losing that job following a reaction to a smallpox 

vaccination, he secured employment in the shoe department of Joske 

Brothers, where he remained until the family relocated to Karnes 

City, Texas. 1̂  

In Karnes City, the McCartys lived on the edge of poverty. The 

fourth and final child, Mable, had been born, and in the words of her 

oldest brother, "conditions were very bad, for us at least." The 

family's financial situation again prevented John McCarty from 

attending school, and he spent long-hours grubbing mesquite and 

cording wood with his father. John received some respite from 

physical labor after his father purchased a recipe for an all-purpose 

"cleaner": he and his mother went door-to-door selling the 

substance, sometimes swapping their merchandise for books. ̂ ^ 

^^Golden Anniversary Issue; McCarty to Green interview; McCarty, 
editorial, Dalhart Texan. 13 February 1934. 

^^Dalhart Texan. 13 February 1934; Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 
1997. 

15Ibid; McCarty to Cook interview. 
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Some of John McCarty's fondest boyhood memories were of the 

Polish-American community of Pana Maria, south of San Antonio, 

where in 1912 or 1913 William McCarty took a job, probably on a 

ranch. "We got along beautifully with the Polish children," McCarty 

recalled in an interview in 1971. "We use [sic] to swap them an 

English word for a Polish word." The community's work ethic 

impressed McCarty, and the "Polish boys, eighteen to twenty, were 

just the finest cowboys that God ever let live." McCarty observed 

that in Pana Maria, the young cowboys took to "this Saturday-hooray 

business that artist pictures [sic] as shooting up the town. . . . " After 

guzzling "a beer or two or three," the Polish boys would "ride their 

horses up and down the sidewalks and just have the 

biggest time in the world." According to McCarty, "no one paid any 

attention to them," and the local constable "just saw that they 

didn't get out of line. . . ."̂ ^ 

The pleasures the Polish conmiunity of Pana Maria brought 

John McCarty were short-lived, for in the autumn of 1914, William 

and Ruby McCarty determined to go west for good. 

In the 1910s, for a variety of reasons, American agriculture 

was experiencing an unprecedented period of prosperity. National 

and international markets began expanding in the late nineteenth 

century, and the outbreak of the First World War in 1914 drove-up 

what were already high commodity prices. Greater credit 

opportunities had become available to farmers, and, in general. 

1 ̂ McCarty to Cook interview 
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rainfall on the Great Plains reached above-average levels during the 

first two decades of the 1900s. To surmount periods of low moisture, 

farmers could employ the new dry-land farming techniques 

advanced by South Dakota's Hardy Campbell, whose "Campbell 

system" stressed deep-plowing in the fall months, intensive 

cultivation to create a dirt mulch, and soil-compacting to retain the 

ground's moisture. By 1909, three Campbell demonstration farms 

had been established near Amarillo, Bovina, and Plainview. Great 

Plains farmers who had persisted during the early 1900s expanded 

their land-holdings to meet the demands of farming in the arid West, 

where 160- and even 320-acre farms proved unprofitable. The 

arrival of tractors, machine-powered combines, large grain drills, 

harrows, and discs, and headers and binders for harvesting crops, 

aided the expansion, i'' 

In the 1910s, the end of the decades-long dispute between 

Panhandle cattlemen and farmers facilitated a land rush to the West 

Texas Plains. During the era of free grass and "lapse-leasing," a 

system wherein cattlemen rented grazing sections from the state for 

five-year periods and re-leased the land before the contracts 

expired, settlers were prevented from purchasing significant 

properties. But following a state court decision in Ketner v. Rogan in 

1^ Michael P. Malone and Richard W. Etulain, The American West: A 
Twentieth Century History (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989), 12-
18; Donald E. Green, Land of the Underground Rain: Irrigation on the Texas 
High Plains. 1910-1970 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1973), 68; Richard 
White, "It's Your Misfortune and None of My Own": A New Historv of the 
American West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991). 230. 
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1902, the leased grazing lands were open to public sale, making 

available hundreds of thousands of acres to farmers and small 

stockmen. 18 Moreover, railroads endeavored to populate the South 

Plains, distributing printed materials, running exhibition trains, and 

building and promoting demonstration farms. In 1908, the General 

Land Office reported an invasion of the western counties of the South 

Plains by speculators and investors. Homeseekers followed, and land 

values increased from 50 to 100 percent during some years. An 

"immigration fever spread to the High Plains," notes a recent 

summary of Texas history, "where it raged intermittently for 

decades."19 

In considering William McCarty's, or any other Texan's, 

motivation for migrating westward, one can never underestimate the 

frontier's mythic attraction for "homeseekers," especially those 

accustomed to movement. In describing the failure of the thousands 

who trekked to arid West Texas in the 1880s and 1890s ("[a] human 

detritus . . . scattered across the whole Texas frontier"), T. R. 

Fehrenbach underscores the stubborness inherent to the pioneers 

who dominated settlement in West Texas. Despite the failure of so 

many before them, immigrants "came on in wave after wave, 

hopeful, determined to win their own destiny in the west." The High 

Plains settler, in Fehrenbach's view, "was tough" and "bred to the 

ISpaul H. Carlson, Empire Builder in the Texas Panhandle: William 
Henry Bush (College Station: Texas A&M Press, 1996), 105. 

l^Rupert N. Richardson, Adrian Anderson, and Ernest Wallace, Texas: 
The Lone Star State. 7th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1997), 283, 

20 



expectation of triumph in the end," though "[n]othing in the frontier 

ethos conditioned the Texan to cope with the unsuccessful, "^o 

William and Ruby McCarty, and many like them from Bell, 

Brown, Denton, Grayson, Lampasas, and other north and central 

Texas counties, had already proved they could "cope with the 

unsuccessful." Arguably, these resilient pioneers did not measure 

their condition in terms of success or lack there of. Fehrenbach and 

the younger scholars who classify themselves as "New" Western 

historians' place the inhabitants of the Great Plains within the 

context of failure or federal dependence, exploitation or cultural 

weakness, common misfortune, conquest or colonialism, always 

imbuing their human tragedies with strong doses of Greek pathos. 

In other words, to portray pioneers as helpless victims of 

historical forces, rather than historical agents, has become 

fashionable. Such a premise disregards the Westerner's a priori 

prediliction for movement, always a defining characteristic of the 

culture of the region. It dismisses the farmer's acute understanding 

that, in the Great Plains environment, some degree of failure was an 

unavoidable certainty. As Fehrenbach writes, "Texans, instinctively, 

saw struggle at the root of life."2i Roving tenant farmers, such as 

William McCarty, accepted the unsuccessful enterprise with little 

self-doubt or reflection. When it became obvious that the game was 

2 0 T . R. Fehrenbach, Lone Star: A History of Texas and the Texans (New 
York: Macmillan, 1968; Collier Books, 1980), 610-11. 

21lbid., 642. 
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up or that greener pastures might be reached, one packed his 

supplies and his family and set forth. The McCartys and those like 

them were not ones to, in the words of historian Patricia Nelson 

Limerick, "cast themselves in the role of the innocent victim," a role, 

she concludes, that is "the Westerner's traditional stance. . . ."2 2 

In her quest to destroy the region's "claim to a tradition of 

independence," Patricia Limerick has explored the role of the federal 

government, outside capital, and the market in shaping the history of 

the West. The inhabitant of Limerick's Western landscape, a person 

oblivious to "the limits on personal autonomy" posed by powerful 

outside forces, is, in relation to his or her perceptions of 

independence, "entrap[ped]" in "a net of denial." 

Denying that the United States Army, a lengthy series of 

federal land policies. Eastern and European capital, and fluctuations 

in international supply and demand did not affect Western history 

would be reckless and ill-advised. Such forces, even as they may 

conflict with individual human agency, are significant factors in the 

frontier immigration equation. Yet minus the human factor, minus 

the ethos that compelled ordinary but self-sufficient people to 

embark on risky ventures to the Great Plains, Limerick would have 

little story to tell. Despite the independent variables affecting the 

Westerner, at the level of field and plow, pioneer farming became a 

decidely self-determined and unpredictable business, one not usually 

22patricia Nelson Limerick, The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past 
of the American West (New York: Norton, 1987; Norton paperback, 1988), 42. 
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associated with what Professor Limerick would refer to as "the 

phenomenon of dependence. . . ."^3 

In present-minded fashion. Limerick writes that we are "not 

obligated to adopt [the] . . . point of view" of people of a previous era. 

True enough, but neither are we obligated to reject it. Not 

surprisingly (though somewhat anachronous), the attitude toward 

their conditions shared by William McCarty and his contemporaries 

has survived in the life and music of a well-recognized Texan of the 

modern era. In describing Willie Nelson's "approach to inevitable 

triumphs and defeats," a recent article concludes that for Nelson, 

"[t]he endgame doesn't hold great interest for him because he's 

already thinking about the next game."24 

William McCarty arrived on the Caprock in 1915 hopeful that a 

triumphant endgame was a bit closer, but armed with a doggedness 

that, if obstacles loomed ahead, he and his family would persevere. 

Such tenacity in the face of obstacles was a trait William's oldest son 

would, twenty years later, personify in the midst of the greatest 

agricultural challenge his or any other generation had ever 

witnessed. 

Like most immigrants en route to the High Plains in the 1910s, 

the McCartys "worked" their way westward. The McCarty males 

picked cotton, grubbed mesquite, branded cattle, or performed 

assorted general labor near places like Baird, Texas, where John 

23lbid., 82-96. 

24Kinky Friedman, "My Willie," Texas Monthlv. September 1997, 64. 

23 



McCarty practiced "the gentle art of cutting cord wood."25 Between 

jobs, the family travelled 15-25 miles a day, encountering 

"hospitable people who gladly loaned them milk or feed or shared in 

anyway their own conveniences."26 Once arriving on the South 

Plains, some immigrants sought to contact relatives knowledgeable of 

the best prospects for land purchases. Others, like the McCartys, 

wandered about the territory, examining properties or seeking 

information on short-term employment. 

William McCarty had already moved his family to Dickens, 

Crosbyton, Spur, and Estacado when he learned that a Mr. Young, a 

bachelor farming near Idalou, was seeking a housekeeper and 

harvest hands. William drove to the Young place, where, in John's 

words, he and Mr. Young "closed a deal within less than thirty 

minutes and began a pleasant relationship that lasted for several 

months."27 While Ruby McCarty cooked and kept house, William and 

his sons harvested the cotton and maize crop. Then, the field-work 

on the Young farm completed, William McCarty took his pay and 

purchased 160 acres near Idalou.28 

John began attending Idalou School, where he soon helped fight 

what may have been the largest prairie fire in the post-settlement 

history of the South Plains. The blaze began near Shallowater and 

25Golden Anniversary Issue; McCarty to Cook interview. 

26Golden Anniversary Issue. 

27ibid. 

28ibid.; McCarty to Cook interview; McCarty to Green interview. 
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spread eastward, cutting a wide swath across central Lubbock 

County. The fire jumped the wagon road connecting Plainview and 

Lubbock and passed near Idalou before burning-out at Lorenzo in 

Crosby County. The Idalou School was spared, but John's teacher, 

worried that the school house was endangered by the flames, 

dismissed John and the other older boys, who used brooms and 

gunny sacks to turn-back the fire's edges. In all, the fire travelled at 

least thirty miles, and left the countryside littered with smoldering 

cowchips and looking like "a battlefield."29 

In late 1916 or early 1917, William McCarty, still unattached to 

any single place, sold his Idalou farm, purchased an additional wagon 

and team of horses, and set-out with his family to New Mexico. 

There he hoped to pre-empt a section of land in the northeastern 

pait of the state. About fifteen miles into the trip, McCarty learned 

of a section for sale four miles west of Abernathy, Texas. Following a 

short inspection of the property, referred to by locals as "the old 

Bacon place," William cancelled his New Mexico plans, purchased the 

deed to the land, and began what would be the McCarty family's first 

long-term stay at a specific location. William and the boys built a 

small two-room house and a lean-to, as well as several lots for 

livestock. During the spring of 1917, John and Bill McCarty found 

part-time work with area ranchers. They broke horses and branded, 

cut, and dipped cattle for such men as "Mr. Murray," "Mr. Hill," and 

"Mr. Powell."30 

29McCarty to Green interview. 
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That same spring, William and Ruby enrolled their three 

school-aged children into Abernathy schools. They worked out a 

plan with the Olivers, a family living a mile east of McCartys, 

wherein the McCartys provided a team of horses and the Olivers a 

hack (a four-wheeled, two horse-driven buggy with two or more 

bench seats) for transporting both families' children to school. "We 

were at that age," remembered John McCarty, "where youngsters are 

where you wanna do everything, and you just didn't look back. I 

mean we were hard and tough physically, and liked to play and play 

rough. And we were poor, but that didn't make any difference."31 

Bouncing from school-to-school during his elementary years 

had not retarded John McCarty's reading abilities. Teachers at 

Abernathy High School introduced McCarty to poetry and classical 

literature, and he began developing his writing skills in composition 

class and interscholastic essay contests. But it was in high school 

debate and in track and field that John McCarty gained his greatest 

distinction. Considered an exceptional public speaker throughout his 

professional career, John McCarty had, by the age of seventeen, 

become one of Abernathy's premier orators, recognized by young 

and old alike for his forceful and charismatic style.32 Why and how 

McCarty's speaking talents flourished at this time is uncertain. The 

characteristic most representative of McCarty's adult 

30ibid. 

31lbid. 

32Arno Struve, interview with Sean J. Flynn, Abernathy, TX. 16 July 
1997. 
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personality--unbounded, inexhaustible energy--had probably 

surfaced by his high school years. Recognizing that energy, an 

inspiring and diligent teacher may have developed in McCarty the 

skills necessary for effective speaking. Certainly, McCarty's exposure 

to a wide variety of people over years of family relocations 

introduced him to the best means for presenting a captivating 

argument. 

Whatever the explanation, McCarty mastered the art of high 

school debating, and he joined with classmate Kenny Rankin, the son 

of the local Baptist minister, to form Abernathy High's formidable 

debating team of 1917-18. So impressive was the McCarty-Rankin 

team that they drew the attention of members of the South Plains 

Farmers' Union, a militant farm organization comprised of small 

operators from Lubbock and surrounding counties. Several Union 

representatives approached William McCarty, himself a Union 

member (and a one-time resident of Lampasas County, birthplace of 

the once-powerful Farmers' Alliance), to recruit his son to speak at a 

series of open meetings held by the American Farm Bureau 

Federation, a more conservative, businesslike farmers' organization 

strongly opposed by the Farmers' Union. William found his son 

receptive to the idea and with Reverend Rankin took John and 

Kenny, who were hurriedly sworn-in as "associate members" of the 

Farmers' Union, to several raucous Farm Bureau meetings.3 3 

33McCarty to Cook interview; McCarty to Green interview. 
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The directives from Union leadership to John McCarty and 

Kenny Rankin were short and simple: disrupt the meetings. McCarty 

described the events of a Lubbock gathering where the Farm Bureau 

"had a bunch of young lawyers fightin' their case." Union farmers 

"would get around Kenny on one side of the building . . . and . . . me 

on the other side of the building," recalled McCarty. With prodding 

from the farmers, the two debaters asked "so many questions, . . . so 

many embarassing things, and argue[d] this and that." McCarty 

remembered "debating the open and closed shop issue at this time, 

and it was just simply a riot. It's more fun than I've had since the 

barn burned."34 

John McCarty succeeded in antagonizing the Farm Bureau, but 

his exposure to public oratory was of far greater significance. The 

experience was an important stage in the development of his role as 

Citizen McCarty, who, during eighteen years as a newspaper editor, 

articulated the aspirations of the Panhandle region. From his early 

years as editor of the Dalhart Texan (when farmers' morale was 

sinking as rapidly as their crop prices), through his defense of 

Northwest Texas communities during the darkest days of the mid-

thirties, to his championing of soil and water conservation while 

editor of the Amarillo Dailv News. McCarty never waivered from the 

agrarianism he witnessed in the crowded Farm Bureau meetings in 

Lubbock. There, McCarty came to identify with the political concerns 

of small farmers and ranchers, and there he began seeing the 

3'*McCarty to Green interview. 
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relationship between West Texas agriculture and the larger nation. 

In adolescence he came to understand how his charisma and 

formidable communication skills might help fulfill what farmers 

from the 1870s to the end of World War I had long craved: a strong 

voice to express their group consciousness, thus assuring them that, 

in an urbanizing and industrializing nation, rural ideas would be 

heard. 

In addition to his debating skills, area farmers and ranchers 

recognized McCarty's value in another arena of competition: track 

and field. During his early teens, McCarty took an interest in 

long-distance running; his strenuous—and much talked 

about--training regimen explains his success. Weather-permitting, 

every day during the school year McCarty would run the four miles 

from the family farm to Abernathy High School. "I was training for 

long-distance running," McCarty recalled, "so I would just leave the 

house and jog behind the team. My brother would whip the horses 

into a long trot until we'd get down to about a half mile of the school, 

and then he'd get the team up to a lope or a run. I'd try to outrun 

them down to the school." McCarty's routine, closely watched by the 

locals, earned him the nickname "Hoss," and led some to question his 

sanity. One of McCarty's neighbors wondered "if that oldest McCarty 

boy was just right. He thought that anyone who would run all the 

way into the town and then outrun the team had to be crazy."3 5 

35 McCarty to Cook interview. 

29 



Crazy or not, Abernathy ranchers, most of whom were avid 

gamblers, found Hoss McCarty a safe bet. On several occasions, 

McCarty conspired with local ranchers in track and field betting 

schemes. It was a profitable con game. The gamblers would 

approach fans from opposing teams and persuade them to bet on 

their best mile runners. The Abernathy men placed all their bets on 

McCarty, who had been instructed to trail the race until the half-mile 

point. So when the race began, McCarty fell to the back of the pack, 

feigning agony and a profound lack of endurance. As runners pulled 

away from McCarty, Abernathy's gamblers called for a doubling of 

bets, a challenge usually taken-up by the opposition. At the 

half-way point, with everyone anted-in, Hoss, suddenly finding his 

running legs, would accelerate. By races end, with McCarty crossing 

the finish-line well in-front of the other runners, most of the 

swindled parties had recognized the con; Abernathy's loyal fan club, 

meanwhile, celebrated a victory.3 6 

McCarty's stamina proved useful during the blizzard of 1918, a 

"terrible, terrible" three-day storm that ravaged the South Plains. 

Around Abernathy, several sheep herders froze to death, and many 

hundreds of head of livestock perished, including some of McCarty's 

cows. John McCarty was working part-time for a Kansas City 

Livestock Commission representative charged with the care of 800 

cattle. In his mind it seemed that 

36struve to Flynn interview. 
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everyone [sic] of those cows decided to have a calf during 
that snowstorm. I was in good physical shape, and I managed 
to help save a lot of our stock in the blizzard. We skinned 
cows for three weeks after that blizzard, my father, my 
brother, and I. We would take care of our own cows in the 
morning, and the other [sic] in the afternoon. We got a dollar 
a hide from the ranchers for skinning cattle that winter. 

Later that winter season the national flu epidemic of 1918-1919 

impacted West Texans. The McCartys escaped the virus, though 

some of their neighbors died in what John remembered as "the worst 

epidemic we've ever had in this part of the country."3 7 

Between his agricultural responsibilities, school-work, and 

extra-curricular activities, John McCarty found time to explore a 

profession: journalism. There is no evidence that McCarty belonged 

to the school newspaper staff, but in 1918, he secured a part-time 

job with the hometown Abernathy Breeze, "throwin'-in type and 

cleaning up the shop, and so on down the line." His efficiency at the 

newspaper won him the responsibility of writing columns for the 

Lubbock Weekly-Avalanche. "I just sent-in little news items and 

things of that kind. That's my first taste of the newspaper 

business."38 By themselves, these experiences with the Breeze and 

Weekly-Avalanche probably did not convince McCarty that his 

future lay in the newspaper industry. But the exposure did 

introduce him to a profession that lent itself well to his mature 

writing ability and already forceful personality. Journalism afforded 

37McCarty to Cook interview. 

38McCarty to Green interview. 
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him opportunities to represent-and shape—the views of 

communities. 

And for the first time, McCarty felt part of a community. As a 

young man who had spent the majority of his life in a transient state, 

McCarty found in Abernathy a stability and sense of belonging 

previously unknown to him. 

Moreover, William and Ruby McCarty's gregarious, 

non-judgemental personalities, in addition to their hard-nosed work 

ethic, made the couple popular with local citizens. The survival of 

the McCarty farm depended on the efforts of the entire family, and 

William, "a demanding father," insisted that that his children "do 

more and more and more work."39 Yet he recognized his oldest son's 

talents and, though he depended on him heavily, remained 

supportive of John's pursuits. Ruby, who her granddaughter 

remembers as "a gentle woman of tremendous Christian faith," 

routinely performed works of charity in Abernathy and the 

surrounding area, exhibiting a special concern for the parents of 

deceased infants or children. (During their later years in Dalhart, 

where William was employed as a peace officer, the McCartys made 

it their habit to visit grieving families at the funeral home across 

from their home and, on many occasions, to pay for funeral plots 

when survivors could not afford them.)'̂ ^ xhe Abernathy community 

39Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, interview with Sean J. Flynn, Amarillo, TX, 28 
September 1997. 

^^Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 
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valued the McCartys' civic-mindedness, a characteristic not lost on 

John when he arrived in Dalhart in 1929 as publisher and editor of 

that community's newspaper. 

In January of 1919, John McCarty, though he had yet to 

graduate from high school, left Abernathy by train with $6.75 in his 

pocket. He planned to enroll at West Texas State Teachers College 

(West Texas A&M University) in Canyon, Texas. Not yet eighteen 

years old, his stated purpose for leaving home was "to pursue my 

world of writing, and things of that kind." Shortly after arriving in 

Canyon, he found work as a dishwasher and waiter at the Canyon 

Inn, where the owner rented McCarty a room in a house behind the 

inn. Of his classes that first semester, he found English, taught by 

Miss Jennie C. Richey, his most "inspiring" class. His classmates 

obviously found McCarty inspiring, for he was elected freshmen class 

"Yell leader."4i 

In a postcard to his family written shortly after his arrival in 

Canyon, McCarty commented that he was "having barrels of fun" and 

"like(d) the work fine." He urged his brother Bill to "study hard and 

get a foundation for an education," and he announced to all the "kids" 

that they were "welcome to any of my books there at home." In an 

especially revealing sentence, McCarty asked his brother to ride "'Ole 

Blue' all you can for I will never have any use for him anymore.""^ 2 

^1 McCarty to Green interview; The Prairie (West Texas State Normal 
College), n.d., clipping in the personal papers of Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, 
Amarillo, Texas. Items in Ms. Claytor's papers hereafter cited as "Claytor 
Papers ." 
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The gravity of this statement, which in essence was an eighteen-

year-old declaration of independence, would indicate that when 

McCarty left Abernathy, both he and his family were undecided 

about his commitment to college. McCarty had always worked 

side-by-side with his father who, as noted, was an exacting man. 

McCarty's daughter maintains that William "really had a hold on his 

kid [John]. He broke away from his father when he went to 

Canyon."43 Though he would remain close to his father until 

William's death in 1941, McCarty had, in 1919, rejected forever the 

idea of family farming. 

During the fall of 1919, McCarty became ill with the flu and 

then pneumonia, which forced him to withdraw from college and 

return to Abernathy. In the early spring of 1920, still unable to 

shake the effects of his illness, he took a train to Los Angeles, 

California, to recuperate with relatives. After regaining his strength, 

he took a job for a short-time in the classified department of the Los 

Angeles Examiner. In the summer of 1920, he left the Examiner to 

work on a ranch north of Los Angeles. McCarty returned to 

Abernathy in August, 1920, reenrolled in high school, and, though he 

continued to work part-time, earned in May of 1921 his high school 

diploma."̂ "̂  

42john L. McCarty to Alvin, Ada, and Mabel McCarty, n.d., Claytor 
Papers. 

'̂ 3ciaytor to Flynn interview, 28 September 1997. 

^̂ McCarty to Green interview. 
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A nearly two-year absence from West Texas State did not 

dampen McCarty's enthusiasm toward either college or the 

journalism profession. In the fall of 1921, McCarty reenrolled at 

West Texas State, and in November of that year, the editor of the 

Canvon News hired McCarty to help prepare the publication of that 

paper's first historical edition. McCarty regarded it as his "honor to 

get to interview Mr. Connor, the founder of the city of Canyon, and a 

lot of real old-timers. . . . I got their life-stories."^ 5 

His work on the Canyon News historical issue proved 

compelling. McCarty considered that his duty was to preserve the 

past, a conviction formed during his boyhood days in San Antonio, 

when his fascination with first-hand accounts of historical events 

surfaced. At age 20, although he lacked a mature historical 

perspective, McCarty was well-suited for the task of chronicler: he 

was an aspiring professional writer, familiar with the Panhandle 

lanscape and the daily struggles faced by South Plains farmers. He 

also demonstrated a sensitivity to local culture and history. His 

experience at the Canyon News whet his appetite for documenting 

Northwest Texas history and introduced McCarty to a means of 

rescuing the region's past. The exhiliration he experienced in the 

1921 interviews remained with McCarty throughout his career. He 

came to understand the obligation that small-town newspapermen 

had in preserving local history and how an historical issue could 

meet that end. From those early Canyon newspaper days to the end 

45lbid. 
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of his career, McCarty was rarely seen without a pencil and paper 

(usually several loose-leaf sheets rolled-up accordion-style in a shirt 

pocket) necessary for conducting a spontaneous, informal interview 

with a local cowboy or farmer. McCarty, in many ways a typical 

West Texan, was developing a sense of purpose which, when coupled 

with his desire to overcome any social or educational limitations, 

compelled him to tell the Panhandle story. 

In 1922-23, John McCarty, still a student but one with his 

professional career beginning to take shape, began covering 

Northwest Texas sports for the Amarillo Daily News (where he 

served as sports editor for a short-time in 1923). To make a few 

extra dollars, he wrote feature and sports stories for both the Dallas 

News and the Houston Post. In 1923, McCarty accepted a $20 per 

week job in the sports department of the Amarillo Tribune."^^ He 

also became sports editor of the West Texas State newspaper. The 

Prairie, where one of his principal duties was to pen the front-page 

story for the week's premier sporting event, usually a football game 

in the fall or basketball game in the winter. Even by the sports 

writing standards of the 1920s, the decade when college and 

professional sports were reaching unheard-of levels of public 

popularity, McCarty wrote with a colorful, dramatic, sometimes 

rambling style, rarely settling for a simple word or phrase when a 

more flamboyant image might be evoked. His penchant for colorful 

descriptions often distracted him from the more fundamental aspects 

"^^ibid. 
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of clarity, spelling, and syntax. McCarty's first front-page effort, a 

story on the Howard Payne Yellow Jackets-West Texas State 

Buffaloes football game in 1923, suggests his early—and 

technically-flawed—writing style. He wrote: 

Cheney did it. 
Cheney, premier dash man of the T. I. A. A. and star half 
of the Yellow Jacket eleven, took a punt through 58 yards 
of Buffalo territory and Howard Payne took the game by 
a score of 6 to 0, but only after one of the hardes [sic] 
fought gridiron battles that has been staged here in 
many years. The Buffaloes outplayed their opponents 
almost the entire way . . . displaying rare form and an 
indomitable fighting spirit. They made many more 
first downs than did the Yellow Jackets eleven and at 
times seemed to have that team completely at their 
mercy.47 

McCarty loved an ornate word or phrase. Opposing football 

teams became "aggregations" and an exceptional Buffalo player was 

an athlete "of the stellar sort." More than a few readers must have 

been amused by the following introduction to a statistical sunmiary 

of the Howard Payne game: "The bare facts of the game by quarters 

look about thusly with a vast amount happening that cannot be put 

in the space alloted. . . ."̂ 8 

Sports Editor McCarty tried paying closer attention to his 

grammar; he did nothing to alter his style. In describing the big win 

in 1923 over the University of New Mexico, McCarty, expressing "the 

47The Prairie. 9 October 1923. 

48ibid. 
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comment on the curbstone, athletically speaking," recounted how 

Buffalo halfback "Myrl Goodwin started a perfect day for the 

Buffaloes . . . when he dashed 80 yards through a suprized [sic] and 

bewildered pack of Lobos."49 McCarty delighted in describing the 

circumstances and environment surrounding a game, as if the play 

itself were not enough to satisfy his reportorial zeal. In reporting on 

the West Texas State-Wayland College basketball game of January, 

1924, McCarty emphasized "that the remarkable feature was the 

large attendance . . . and the spirit of loyalty and pep shown by both 

students and town-people." He marveled at how "the gymnasium 

under the new and improved seating and standing arrangements 

became an ampitheatre of spirited rooters and a riot of color. "5 0 

McCarty's rhetorical style might be best explained by the spirit 

of experimentation surrounding The Prairie staff, which organized its 

own seminars on journalism theory and practice. The West Texas 

State "Press Club," organized by editor Frank Hill and counting among 

its members J. Evetts Haley, the paper's business manager and later a 

colorful West Texas author and educator, met twice a month to 

organize and encourage essay and creative writing projects among 

students. John McCarty and other Press Club members at West Texas 

State maintained an affiliation with the Texas Intercollegiate Press 

Association, which conducted annual contests for the state's "best 

college newspaper." McCarty won election as the Club's 

49The Prairie. 23 October 1923. 

50The Prairie. 22 January 1924. 
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vice-president in November of 1923, the same month that the 

Department of English began offering courses in journalism.51 

McCarty resigned as sports editor of The Prairie in February 

1924. Despite his responsibilities to the Amarillo Daily News and the 

campus paper, he had maintained a full-course load. His report card 

for the winter session of 1923-24 showed him enrolled in two 

English courses, Latin, Journalism, Spanish, Mathematics, and 

Physical Education.52 Jn addition, McCarty had retained his love for 

competitive running, participating for West Texas State in the 1922 

and 1923 seasons. In 1922, he was the only distance runner on the 

team. In 1924, he was the leader of Coach S. D. Burton's track team, 

which competed against such schools as the University of New 

Mexico, New Mexico A&M, Abilene Christian, McMurry College, and 

Simmons College. His training regimen, combined with his studies, 

was beginning to reduce his reporting and writing schedule. A 

Prairie sportswriter noted that the Abernathy athlete had "perhaps 

been working longer and more consistently than any aspirant for the 

team." Nevertheless, although the "hard work daily around the 

curves had given him endurance," noted the writer, McCarty "has not 

been able to get into form this season."5 3 

51 The Prairie. 28 November 1923. 

52WTSTC report card of John L. McCarty, no. 5003, winter session, 1923-
24, Claytor Papers. 

53The Prairie. 12 February 1924. 
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Above all else, McCarty had married. His inability to continue 

as sports editor or to regain his old running form-not to mention his 

growing disinterest in full-time student status-is explained by the 

fact that a year earlier, on February 23, 1923, McCarty wed a fellow 

West Texas State student, Susan Lutitia Baird. The wedding 

ceremony had taken place at the bride's home in Canyon, with 

"Susie" wearing a hand-sown dress. The couple was popular on 

campus and active in many social gatherings. Responsibilities 

associated with the marriage turned McCarty's attention away from 

track and toward work on The Prairie.54 

McCarty supported his wife through his income as a 

sportswriter and through his salary as a member of the Texas 

National Guard, in which he had enlisted in 1922. Just five months 

after his marriage. Sergeant John McCarty and his fellow Guardsmen 

from the 142nd Infantry Regiment shipped out in July 1923 for 

summer manuevers at Camp Mabry, near Austin, Texas. A series of 

letters between John and Susie discloses much about their 

relationship, life in the Texas National Guard, John's budding 

journalism career, and the differences between urban and rural 

Texans. 

As one of the 142nd's administrative clerks, Sergeant McCarty 

was expected to edit and type daily reports for regimental 

headquarters. "I'm surely glad I don't have to drill for it is hot out 

here," McCarty wrote.55 Officers were "strick" [sic] with enlisted men, 

54ciaytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 
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and the "strenous [sic] program planned for the kids" ran from "early 

in the morning and continues until almost dark." McCarty confessed 

to his wife that he would avoid any invitations to join infantry drills, 

conmienting that he would not drill "just for the fun of the 

proposition." Army food was horrendous. The bacon was "rotten," 

and the eggs, which had to be scrambled "before being served," were 

"so dry they couldn't stand alone. . . ."5 6 

The price of eggs, among other things, was foremost on Susie 

McCarty's mind during her husband's absence. In a letter to her 

husband, Susie fretted over gas and water bills, medical and dental 

expenses, house rent, and the price of groceries. Because of the 

couple's financial obligations, John McCarty remained attentive to job 

opportunities. His $30 salary for summer Guard duty complemented 

a $20 per week Daily News salary and the earnings he received from 

features for the Houston Post. Lubbock Avalanche, and other Texas 

papers. McCarty's colleagues at the Daily News kept him abreast of 

the paper's sports coverage, which they maintained in their editor's 

absence. But McCarty was unhappy with their work, complaining to 

his wife that his fellow writers were "leaving out . . . a lot of stuff. . . . 

Perhpas [sic] someone will realize what a job it is to get all that dope 

together." He looked forward to the time when he could "get back 

and get ahold of my page again and try to make it look like 

something besides a country weekly."5 7 

55john L. McCarty to Susie McCarty, 16 July 1923, Claytor papers. 

56john L. McCarty to Susie McCarty, 15 July 1923, Claytor papers. 
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While at Camp Mabry, McCarty toyed with the idea of 

approaching the Austin American to arrange some feature and sports 

writing opportunities but balked after considering his already heavy 

writing (and clerical) load. He was also in high demand by the 142nd 

for his skills at refereeing YMCA-sponsored boxing matches, which 

took place every night on a platform built in the center of the camp. 

The YMCA turned to the 142nd sportswriter when other referees fell 

short of their expectations. "The other fellows they have here," 

McCarty wrote his wife, "don't know a thing about it [boxing] and are 

crooked so the Y.M.C.A. man asked me to . . . take charge of the 

affair." McCarty took pride in the soldiers' evaluation of his 

performance. After a particular evening's fight, he crawled into his 

rack to hear "some of the Amarillo fellows who sleep in the next 

barracks to ours [sic] saying that that fellow McCarty is good at that 

refeering [sic] job and all that stuff. I appreciated it very much."5 8 

On several occasions, McCarty and a friend hitched a ride for 

the three miles from Camp Mabry to Austin. (To quell any fears 

Susie might have about his infidelity, McCarty stressed that soldiers' 

breakfasts were laced regularly with saltpeter, "which is dope to kill 

a soldier's passion and make it hard for him to be inspired by 

anything.") His account of the people and places of Austin reveals 

young McCarty's racial views, which, although probably indicative of 

the 1920s nativism throughout the United States, are not evidence 

57Susie McCarty to John L. McCarty, 17 July 1923, Claytor papers; John 
McCarty to Susie McCarty, 19 July 1923, Claytor papers. 

58lbid.; John L. McCarty to Susie McCarty, 15 July 1923, Claytor papers. 
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that he identified with such hate groups as the Ku Klux Klan. 

McCarty's comments are prejudicial but his descriptions, complete 

with misspellings, of Austinites illuminate a West Texan's 

impressions of what he viewed as the haughty society of the state's 

capital city, a society attracted to the "flapper" lifestyle of the 

"Roaring Twenties." He wrote to his wife: 

We stopped at a swell Chinese and greek joint with old 
sleepy eyed chinks for waiters and got a square meal 
. . . . Then we stood on a corner and watched the cars go 
by and some boys and girls and the way the people 
acted in general. All the girls down here wear clothes 
without any sleeves and they dont seem to go with 
many boys. . . . They look thin and scawny to me and 
poor. They are white and yellowish looking—sickly. . . . 
The old boys wear real white suits and some of them 
have very small stripes in them but they look more 
like a pair of pajamars than a suit. They wear a panama 
straw hat slouch style and a pipe or a cigarette in a pipe 
holder. They seem kinder silly and all talk with a Jewish 
or english swagger to their tongues and try to appear 
tough like all of which I have never been convinced that 
they are. I dont like them very much at all. . . .5 9 

McCarty took pride in his West Texas heritage and, as has been 

shown, was by his early twenties exhibiting a serious interest in 

Panhandle cowboys and pioneers. Thus, it is easy to dismiss his 

remarks about Austin's citizens as contemptful exaggerations rooted 

in a frontier myth glorifying the virtues of Western masculinity and 

cattle-country ruggedness. Certainly, by the 1920s, popular 

59john L. McCarty to Susie McCarty, 18 July 1923, Claytor papers. 
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representations of the mythic West, fueled by the romantic 

contributions of Owen Wister, Zane Grey, Frederic Remington and 

others, portrayed the values of strength, independence, courage, and 

chivalry as inherent to the Western experience. And, as is the case 

in the rural West, where myth and history are not always 

distinguishable, these mythic values shaped people's attitudes and 

actions (and, ironically, history itself). It is conceivable that McCarty, 

certainly not ignorant of the popular writers and artists of the 

American West and who, in his own writings sought to immortalize 

the savagery and triumphs of Panhandle settlers, saw in Austin and 

its cultured, refined citizens the very antithesis of the Western myth. 

Yet McCarty's disgust with Austinites was real and decidedly 

personal, and his words were meant not for a feature story or a 

romantic western novel, but for his wife's private perusal. In the 

1920s, the historical experience of John McCarty and his Northwest 

Texas contemporaries remained, in comparison to that of many parts 

of the urbanizing, industrializing, commercializing nation, a distinct 

experience. McCarty came of age in an outdoor, labor-intensive 

world, and whereas rural Americans in the South and Midwest also 

struggled with obstacles posed by their particular environments and 

agro-economic circumstances, few of them had broken horses, 

worked cattle, fought prairie fires, or grubbed mesquite. Their world 

was not one dominated by open, treeless spaces and distance, nor 

checkered with visual or verbal reminders of sixteenth-century 

Spanish explorations. Plains Indian villages, buffalo hunters' 

encampments, cattle trails, sod houses, or cow towns. McCarty lived 
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in Western history every bit as much as he lived in Western myth. 

His obligation to preserve the legacy and values of the Western past 

explains his impatience with urbane Austin, as well as his 

determination to, in the 1930s and 1940s, expose urban-generated 

myths that Panhandle farmers were a lot of hapless Joads incapable 

of maintaining their agricultural ways-of-life on the Southern Plains. 

In mid-August of 1923, John McCarty's summer Guard duty 

ended.60 His professional career was just beginning. Though he 

remained in school at West Texas State, an offer in the winter of 

1923 from Tex Kersey, editor of the Amarillo Tribune, to serve as 

sports editor and reporter, proved impossible to refuse. The 

McCartys relocated to Amarillo, though John remained in school and 

commuted by train to Canyon. The Tribune ceased publication in 

1924, by which time the Amarillo News had hired McCarty for $30 

per week. McCarty served part-time as public relations director for 

The Prairie, until the winter of 1924, when Gene Howe, son of Kansas 

newspaperman E. W. Howe, founded the Amarillo Globe.6i Howe 

hired McCarty as the Globe's first sports editor, beginning a 

relationship that would span twenty-seven years and make John 

McCarty one of the most influential newspapermen in the history of 

Northwest Texas. 

60McCarty remained active in the Texas National Guard until 1929. 
reaching the rank of First Lieutenant. 

61 McCarty to Cook interview; McCarty to Green inteview. 
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CHAPTER m 

THE DALHART TEXAN 

Despite the extensive circulation areas of many metropolitan 

newspapers, rural Americans continue to depend on local 

publications as a means of maintaining their small-town identity. 

Unlike the impersonal, cosmopolitan quality of city dailies, 

small-town newspapers satisfy their readers' desire for some degree 

of insularity. By publishing items of a more personal nature, the 

local paper reaffirms the values of conformity and continuity. 

Agrarian ideals, community expectations, and family heritage 

manifest themselves in many issues, and parochial topics become 

major news stories. The local farmer's harvest predictions; a feature 

story on a family-owned and -operated business; courthouse news; 

results from the state fair; minutes of the county commissioners' 

meeting; extensive coverage of bridge repairs; family reunions, birth 

announcements, and obituaries; and a photograph of the homecoming 

royalty are all considered newsworthy. The subscribers' close 

proximity to the newspaper office often determines editorial 

positions, and while the editor may provoke reaction during election 

season or in the midst of a mill levy debate, rarely does he or she 

challenge a town's economic aspirations or its social or cultural 

traditions. In short, the small-town editor must validate community. 

In 1929, John McCarty began a seven-year tenure with The 

Dalhart Texan, a weekly serving Dallam and several other counties of 

the Texas Panhandle. The experience changed his life. Despite his 
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fourteen-year residency in Northwest Texas, McCarty arrived in 

Dalhart as an outsider. His ambition and talents and his 

achievements with the Amarillo Dailv New.s had propelled him to the 

position of publisher-editor of the Texan, but McCarty's 

accomplishments were of little interest to Dalhart citizens. The town 

expected an editor committed to their causes and sensitive to the 

daily struggles of an agricultural community. 

Dalhart citizens took little time recognizing that John McCarty 

identified with them. In December 1929, just months after the new 

editor had assumed his position, a group of citizens responded to a 

tradition initiated by McCarty, "Cuss-the-Editor Week," with a 

tradition of their own, "Praise-the-Editor-Week." Letters from over 

60 businesses and men "in Every Walk of Life" were reprinted on the 

front-page of the Texan. They lauded the man referred to as 

"Johnnie Mac" and "Irish John," praising him as a "booster," "a leader," 

"a valuable man," "a real progressive editor," and "a credit to our 

town and community." An F. E. McDowell concluded that "John 

McCarty is the right man in the right place, and I think he stands for 

everything for the welfare and upbuilding of the community." And 

the words of a Joe Langhorne would, within six years, prove 

remarkably prophetic: "Hurrah for John McCarty! He is putting 

Dalhart on the map."i 

The man who gave John McCarty the opportunity to serve 

Dalhart and the Texas Panhandle was publisher and editor Gene 

Howe. Howe entitled his columns in the Amarillo Daily News "The 

1 Dalhart Texan. 27 December 1929. 
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Tactless Texan", but the founder of the paper hailed from Kansas. His 

father was E. W. "Ed" Howe, the "Sage of Potato Hill," publisher of the 

Atchison (Kansas) Globe, and author of The Story of a Country Town, 

a grim but realistic 1883 novel "about small-town Babbittry."2 The 

work remains in print, and is often used in college-level American 

literature classes. Even Mark Twain praised the book. Along with 

William Allen White, Ed Howe was one of the most recognized editors 

in Kansas. Author and journalist Lewis Nordyke (who went to work 

for Gene Howe in Amarillo in 1937) noted that Ed Howe "was 

opposed to women. Rotary Clubs, churches, and nearly everything 

else except conmion sense and frugality, but his cold, clear 

Emersonian style made him a nationally known writer and 

philosopher."3 

The newspaper career of Ed Howe's son began in his early 

teens, when Gene quit high school after two months to go to work as 

a type-setter in his father's print shop. But Gene could never please 

his "moody, melancholy" father, who labeled his son an "impossible" 

newspaperman and fired him at age sixteen.^ So young Gene Howe 

moved to the Pacific Northwest, working for a brief time at his 

brother's paper in Emmett, Idaho, before securing employment as a 

reporter for Harvey Scott's Portland Oregonian. Scott took a special 

2Time. 7 July 1952, 50. 

3Lewis Nordyke, The Truth About Texas (New York: Crowell, 1957), 213. 

4Time. 7 July 1952, 50. 
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interest in the son of Ed Howe, and in his four years with The 

Oregonian Gene Howe developed into a competent reporter.5 

In 1907, at the age of twenty-one. Gene Howe returned to 

Atchison, Kansas, to take his place in the Globe organization. He had 

served four years as the paper's advertising salesman and reporter 

when, in 1911, his father resigned. Howe borrowed $25,000 from 

friends and purchased the Globe, but despite thirteen years as the 

paper's publisher and editor, he never escaped the legacy of his 

father. Uncomfortable with a future of being "Ed Howe's son," Gene 

Howe moved in 1924 to Amarillo, Texas, where he founded The 

Amarillo Globe, an afternoon daily. Two years later he purchased the 

Amarillo Daily News and consolidated his holdings into the 

Globe-News Publishing Company. Eventually he acquired the 

Lubbock Avalanche-Journal. In addition to newspapers, Howe 

circulated popular magazines like Ranch Romances. By the time of 

his death in 1952, Howe had at various times controlled eleven 

newspapers and two radio stations in Kansas and the Southwest.6 

Gene Howe's city dailies evinced a defiant provincialism. At 

the foundation of Howe's journalistic philosophy was the conviction 

that newspapers should be community institutions, and he counted 

this principle as the secret to his success. "I can drive across the 

United States and buy a newspaper in every town and there would 

5The Amarillo Daily News, n.d., clipping in the personal papers of 
Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, Amarillo, TX. Hereafter cited as Claytor Papers. 

6lbid.; Nordyke, Texas. 213-14; Time. 7 July 1952, 50. 
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be the same comics, the same text, features and a lot of times even 

the same editorials," Howe argued. He considered his Amarillo 

papers special because "we print news so that it can be understood in 

this part of Texas."7 

Gene Howe achieved the independence he had craved since his 

teens, but his newspaper ventures would have been impossible 

without the contributions--financial and otherwise--of fellow Kansas 

associates, especially Wilbur C. Hawk. Born in Ohio in 1881, Hawk 

attended high school in Kansas, where he later served as a country 

school teacher. He attended Kansas University (KU), but dropped-out 

at nineteen after suffering a severely broken leg during a KU football 

practice. He accepted a job at an Atchison clothing store and within 

four years rose to the position of store manager. In 1911, he began a 

three-year stint as deputy warden at a federal penitentiary in 

Atlanta, Georgia. In 1914, Hawk returned to Atchison to join Gene 

Howe with the Atchison Globe, and in 1926, Hawk joined Howe in 

Amarillo, where he served as general manager of the Amarillo Globe 

and the Globe-News Publishing Company. Hawk came to own 

newspaper interests in the Texas towns of Shamrock, Dalhart, 

Lubbock, and El Paso, as well as in Falls City, Nebraska, and Atchison, 

Kansas. Along with Howe, he pioneered radio broadcasting in the 

Panhandle, serving as president of the Plains Radio Broadcasting 

Company until his death in 1936 at the age of 55.8 

7lbid. 

8Amarillo Daily News. 13 February 1936. 
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Wilbur Hawk shared many of Gene Howe's communitarian 

ideals, and thus involved himself in numerous Amarillo and 

Panhandle civic activities. He served as president of both the West 

Texas Chamber of Commerce and the Tri-State Fair Association. He 

attended the 1928 Republican convention in Kansas City as a Texas 

delegate, and he took a leading role in the handling and distribution 

of federal relief funds throughout Northwest Texas during the 1930s. 

Hawk's energy and interest in community affairs, in addition to his 

papers' trumpeting of civic progress, earned him the title of "the 

Panhandle's greatest booster."9 

John McCarty was both friend and protege of Howe and Hawk. 

He assimilated their journalistic principles, their civic-mindedness, 

and their energetic boosterism. In many ways, his career mirrored 

those of his mentors; the Howe-Hawk influence was especially 

evident during McCarty's tenure as editor and publisher of the 

Dalhart Texan. But before he could assume responsibility for his own 

paper, McCarty needed to complete his "education" in the journalism 

profession. That education would be completed in Amarillo under 

the watchful eye of Gene Howe. 

In 1924, Howe hired McCarty at $37.50 per week as the Qlpbe 

(and later the Daily News) sports editor, but as was the case with The 

Prairie, the work of sportswriting confined McCarty's journalistic 

interests and style. He loyally executed the tasks of the editor: 

assigning stories, photographs, and illustrations; selecting wire 

9lbid. 
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service news; coordinating lay-outs; developing feature stories; 

writing about major Panhandle sports developments. 

Yet McCarty continued to thrive on the bigger picture. His 

"Review of 1925 Amarillo Sports," for instance, presented a 

sociological evaluation of Amarillo lifestyles. He judged the average 

Amarilloan's interest in athletics "only fair," noting that, due to the 

city's intensifying development, '"we have very little time for sport.'" 

McCarty questioned the unhealthy habits of Amarillo youth. "The 

Amarillo boy takes little interest in sports," wrote McCarty, "the 

average girl still less and the grown-up man practically is a stranger 

to athletics, especially so far as participation is concerned." As 

McCarty saw it, much of the responsibility for improving the paltry 

state of the conmiunity's sports offerings rested with the Amarillo 

city government. "The health and general welfare of Amarillo 

persons," he wrote, "is neglected because of a lack of interest in 

sports and physical culture." He concluded that "[t]his is explained 

by the fact that public parks here are that only in name, that the city 

schools have no recreational or playground equipment, not even a 

gymnasium."10 

How the city council reacted to McCarty's assessment of 

Amarillo's public health is uncertain. What is certain was McCarty's 

predilection for controversy, most of it good-natured. Editorial 

columns, written under the caption "A-Line-0-Sport or Two, By John 

L. McCarty," sometimes triggered rebuttals from other newspapers. 

lOjhe Amarilln Glohp. 29 December 1925. 
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In one case, the Lubbock Plains Journal, conceding that it was "Mr. 

McCarty's business to boost the good [Class A Western League] 

baseball team that represents Amarillo," suggested that McCarty had 

"undertook to fool the public" about a disputed umpiring call in a 

1926 game between Lubbock and Amarillo. The Journal wrote that 

they "can't help but laugh out loud" when McCarty "prattles" and 

"boastfully babbles" about defeating Lubbock. They recommended 

that the Lubbock-Amarillo rivalry be decided in a five-game series, 

and "when it's settled for 1926 either Mr. McCarty or the Journal will 

have to fold up a few tents like the well-known Arabs, and silently 

pound out opinions of some other nature on their respective 

typewriters. "11 

McCarty remained devoted to his sports editing duties and in 

addition served as an occasional Globe-News reporter for city hall 

and court house events. Thus, it came as a complete shock to 

McCarty when, in March 1927, he was, in his words, "canned . . . as a 

result of some promoters of Class A baseball feeling they needed a 

Class A sportswriter." 12 Replacing him at the sports desk was 

veteran writer Charley Hall, a former sports editor of The Dallas 

News and Waco News-Tribune, who, in the 1920s, had the reputation 

of being one of Texas's leading baseball writers. 13 

11 The Amarillo Globe. 1 July 1926. 

12John L. McCarty, interview with Donald Green, Amarillo, TX, 26 July 
1968. 

13Amarillo Dailv News. 10 March 1927. 
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On hearing the news of his replacement, McCarty felt 

"completely crushed. I'd thought the world had come to an end."i4 

But Gene Howe had no intention of firing the twenty-five-year-old 

journalist. Instead, McCarty was to serve as a news reporter and 

Howe's principal Globe-News features writer. The reassignment 

lasted for two years, and proved critical in McCarty's apprehension of 

the authoritative role of a newspaper editor. Removed from the 

routine environment of the sports department, McCarty could now 

exercise his vigorous, provocative writing style while pursuing 

meaningful local issues. As a reporter and features writer, McCarty 

received a wide array of assignments, an episode which introduced 

him to several issues that captured his personal interest for the 

remainder of his professional career, including Northwest Texas 

tourism, conservation and flood control practices, and the 

development of the Panhandle helium industry. Howe plucked 

McCarty from the obscurity of the sports desk to test his talents and 

energies. Both men benefitted greatly from the reassignment. 

In general, McCarty's features were of two types: Daily News 

and Globe stories of local or regional interest; and stories intended 

for Globe-News magazines such as Ranch Romances. The Pet Shop, 

and Hardware and Implement Journal. A favorite McCarty topic, and 

one of special interest to both the Amarillo Board of City 

Development and Amarillo Real Estate Board, was the prospect of 

developing Palo Duro Canyon near Canyon, Texas, as a major tourist 

14McCarty to Green interview. 
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attraction. In the late 1920s, due to limited and difficult access to 

the canyon, few Amarilloans had experienced the grandeur of Palo 

Duro, the United States's second-largest canyon, and what one 

modern writer describes as "a subsurface mountain range of peaks, 

pinnacles, buttes, monoliths, temples, castles, and spires of rock 

swathed in bands of red, brown, purple, pink, maroon, and orange."i5 

During 1928 and 1929, in a series of stories examining the 

tourism potential of the canyon, McCarty boosted plans for a Palo 

Duro scenic route which, "in addition to providing opportunities for 

recreation and enjoyment of the natural beauties of this country, 

would give this section national publicity and result in excursion 

rates to this point by railroads over the nation. . . . " McCarty 

contended that a series of connected scenic drives ranging in length 

from 20 to 150 miles was feasible, "provided the cooperation of the 

public and permission of the property owners can be obtained and 

the cities in this section will join in the movement." In his view, the 

canyon's geological formations, caves, historical sites, and wildlife 

(including the hundreds of golden eagles that regularly wintered in 

the canyon) rivaled similar attractions in Colorado or New Mexico. 

Properly managed, Palo Duro Canyon would attract tourist dollars, as 

well as making "Amarillo a more desirable place in which to live by 

affording something grand and beautiful to see and some special 

place to tour." 16 

15Joe Nick Patoski, "Grand Canyons," Texas Monthlv. August 1997, 131 

55 



Panhandle residents like Phebe K. Warner of Claude wrote 

McCarty in support of the scenic road plan, emphasizing that she 

would "be glad to do all I can for the scenic highway. . . . You are 

doing an ever lasting [sic] good piece of work in keeping the Canyon 

and its possibilities before the peopl [sic]." Warner explained that it 

was her "conviction . . . to get the Scenic Highway through the Canyon 

and other things will follow."17 

McCarty's features on Palo Duro, in newspapers and regional 

magazines, proved pivotal in attracting local and state 

government-level attention to the canyon's tourism possibilities.!8 

Palo Duro became a life-long obsession for McCarty, its development 

and wider exposure preoccupying him long after his retirement from 

the newspaper business. 

Two other issues heavily-researched and promoted by 

journalist McCarty were Panhandle flood control and helium 

production. In the 1920s, the federal Bureau of Mines conducted 

extensive nation-wide surveys to locate helium-rich gas fields for the 

United States military and commercial airship fleets. Bureau 

scientists located a forty-square mile section in the Amarillo natural 

gas field containing gas with a 1.75% helium content, making the 

16John L. McCarty, "Proposed Scenic Route to Canyons Described" and 
"Harding's Ranch is Greatest Canyon Playground In Panhandle; Many 
Improvements Planned," newspaper clippings in Features scrapbook, Evelyn 
Jeanne Claytor Papers, Amarillo, Texas. Hereafter cited as Claytor Papers. 

17phebe K. Warner to John McCarty, 4 April 1929, in ibid. 

18For an example of a magazine feature publicizing Palo Duro, see John 
L. McCarty, "Scenic Palo Duro Canyon Drive Proposed to Open Another Great 
Southwestern Attraction," Texas Commercial News. March 1928, 10,30. 
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field, in 1928, the country's premier helium deposit. McCarty tauted 

the deposit and the forthcoming, state-of-the-art Amarillo helium 

plant as a "big factor in national defense." Panhandle helium had 

"solved the government's problem of obtaining helium gas for the 

army and navy and has given to this western plains country a 

strategic military significance." McCarty stressed that Germany and 

Great Britain's airship industries depended upon hydrogen, a highly 

flammable gas not "tolerated by the American public for 

trans-oceanic commerce." The construction in Amarillo of "the 

greatest and most modern helium extraction plant ever attempted" 

would greatly reduce helium production costs, making flights of the 

United States Navy's Los Angeles and other American airships much 

more cost-effective.19 

McCarty supported the Navy's helium program into the 1940s, 

when, as editor of the Amarillo Daily News, he publicized the 

importance of Panhandle helium to America's efforts in World War 

II. By then, the airship industry was in decline, a casualty of the 

airplane's evolution and the Akron. Hindenburg. and Macon airship 

disasters. Nevertheless, the United States Navy made significant use 

of airships during the war, deploying them as coastal patrol craft and 

escorts for surface ships. McCarty's publicity and lobbying efforts 

helped pave the way for continued airship deployment, an 

achievement recognized by navy officials during the war. 

19john L. McCarty, "Panhandle Helium Gas Big Factor In National 
Defense." Newspaper clipping in Features scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 
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Flood control and water conservation. Panhandle projects that 

John McCarty would eventually direct, were of great interest to 

Amarillo's Board of City Development, which, in 1928, asked McCarty 

to prepare a story on Canadian River irrigation and flood control. 

The finished story ran in Texas Commerical News, a major 

Southwestern business magazine with, in Texas alone, more than 

23,000 subscribers. (Amarillo boosters recognized McCarty's value 

for promoting their city through the magazine, which carried five 

stories on Amarillo and Northwest Texas written by McCarty.) In the 

Canadian River article, McCarty highlighted Congress's attentiveness 

to Texas water projects and their connection to Mississippi Valley 

flood control plans. An extensive interview with A. S. Stinnett, 

industrial engineer for Amarillo and a leading figure in Texas flood 

control programs, comprised the bulk of the article.20 There can be 

little doubt that the exposure to Stinnett and his ideas convinced 

McCarty of the need for long-range water-planning if Amarillo and 

other Panhandle communities were to prosper. Furthermore, 

McCarty witnessed the power of the press in raising public 

consciousness about Northwest Texas water problems. Howe and 

McCarty newspapers in the 1930s and 1940s created the momentum 

for the successes of the Panhandle Water Conservation Authority. 

Features writing did not deter McCarty from his other 

assignments, which included routine coverage of court news, 

automobile and aircraft accidents, and Panhandle crime. Yet Gene 

20john L. McCarty, "Texas Linked With National Flood Control Move," 
Texas Commercial News. July 1928, 13-14, 24. 
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Howe, recognizing his young writer's intense drive and 

ambitiousness, encouraged McCarty to seek new forums for his 

written work. The October 1928 issue of American Business Club 

Magazine, describing McCarty as a "promising young writer," 

featured his "Tips on Futures in Amarillo," a bold (and somewhat 

impudent) prediction of Amarillo in the 1950s. McCarty prophesied 

an "agricultural empire" that would serve as "the grain marketing 

center of all the Southwest. . . . " Power supplied from "gigantic 

[Canadian River] power dams" would provide cheap electricity for 

Panhandle radio stations, and the region's helium supply guaranteed 

Amarillo's future as "a government aviation center" complete with 

"[g]iant airdomes" dotting the countryside. McCarty contended that a 

"dissemination of knowledge and general 'debunking' of superstition 

and ignorance" wrought by radio, television, and the newspaper 

service would establish "a unified citizenship in the future 

Amarillo--the mecca of commerce, industry, transportation, culture 

and education in the Southwest in 1950."21 Hyperbole or not, 

McCarty's rosy predictions must have been agreeable to Amarillo 

businessmen craving national publicity for the city's economic 

potential. 

Howe and McCarty were avid outdoorsmen, and their shared 

interest in duck and goose hunting led to a series of stories-written 

by Howe, with photographs provided by McCarty-for Field and 

Stream (at one point titled Forest and Stream) magazine. Howe, 

21 John L. McCarty, "Tips on Futures in Amarillo," A P C MagaziPC. 
October 1928, n.p. 
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arguing that the apparent "alarming decrease in wild ducks and 

geese within the last quarter century" was simply the effects of new 

migration patterns of Western waterfowl, wrote of the "astonishing 

numbers" of mallards, pintails, and geese trekking to the Texas 

Panhandle. McCarty's photographs revealing swarms of several 

thousand ducks supported Howe's "new trek" thesis.22 

In a letter to Gene Howe, Ray P. Holland, editor of Field and 

Stream, described McCarty's photos as "the best" he had ever seen. 

"I used to pose as a photographer of flying waterfowl," Holland 

wrote. "The only way I can hold my head up after looking at these is 

because of the fact that I was the first fellow to do this sort of 

thing. . . ." Holland concluded that McCarty's pictures "are not only a 

little bit better, but they're a whole lot better than anything of the 

kind in existence. You had better call off McCarty before he 

floods the market."2 3 

In a subsequent "Tactless Texan" column, Howe praised 

McCarty's photographic contributions, noting that the Globe-News 

staff member "has accomplished something really extraordinary and 

which will give him considerable fame all over the country." 

Working with his "rapid-fire camera" over the period of a year, 

McCarty had produced "the finest collection of photographs of 

waterfowl ever taken," a miraculous achievement considering that 

22Gene Howe, "The Trek of the Ducks," Field and Stream. May 1929, n.p., 
FEATURES scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 

23Ray P. Holland to Gene A. Howe, 21 February 1929, in ibid. 
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"men have devoted their lives to this work." But Howe's praise of 

McCarty extended beyond his employee's photographs. "Mr. McCarty 

is a young man who will bear watching," Howe noted. "He 

should go a long ways as he is as hard a worker as ever lived. I 

never knew anyone who strived harder to make friends and to 

please people." Howe described McCarty as "honest and 

genuine to the core. The good folks down at Canyon same [sic] day 

may go about bragging a bit about the fact that he sprung from 

Canyon."24 Clearly, McCarty's multiple talents, focused energy, and 

tireless pen had, by the late 1920s, convinced publisher Howe that 

the twenty-eight-year-old journalist had outgrown his limited role as 

a reporter and features writer. 

Even after his departure from the Daily News in 1929, McCarty 

the wildlife photographer remained in high demand. Wall Street 

executives and ornithologists requested waterfowl prints, and as late 

as 1935, with Ray Holland calling for more McCarty photographs, 

Howe and McCarty were chasing ducks and geese across the Texas 

Panhandle.25 McCarty himself contributed stories to Field and 

Stream, including a lengthy, evocative description of a three-day 

bow-hunting trip in Palo Duro Canyon. The story "relate(d) the 

experiences of two carefree men [Floyd Kraft of Amarillo 

accompanied McCarty] armed with bows, arrows, and cameras, who 

24Gene Howe, "Tactless Texan" newspaper column, n.d., in ibid. 

25Ray P. Holland to Gene A. Howe, 19 August 1930, in ibid; Gordon Aymar 
to John L. McCarty, 21 August 1934, in ibid.; "Tactless Texan" newspaper 
column from 1935, in ibid. 
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for three days tramped the wild, rugged canon visiting places that 

few men aside from an occasional trapper and cowpuncher ever see." 

McCarty constructed his own 55-pound bow, 28-inch arrows, and a 

quiver made "from the paper drum around which news print paper 

is rolled."26 

McCarty's reminiscence of the archery trip, though sentimental 

and occasionally maudlin, captured the author's love-affair with Palo 

Duro Canyon: 

After that three-day trip the canon became my property. 
It is mine forever like that wonderful poem of 
Longfellow's, "The Arrow and the Song." I cannot 
concentrate when my thoughts race back to that hazy 
blue, purple and almost limitless and unexplored expanse 
of natural wonders. My life is linked with the canon by 
the same magic which attracted my forefathers, the 
Indians, to this spot in their last stand against 
civilization.27 

Few, if any, people had described exploring the canyon, providing a 

detailed account of its sounds, wildlife, terrain, and historical sites. 

McCarty's story may be the earliest such account, and it remains one 

of the best. 

McCarty's achievements as a writer-reporter culminated in the 

decision by Gene Howe and Globe-News general manager Wilbur 

Hawk to name McCarty publisher-editor of the Dalhart Texan, a 

26john L. McCarty, "Archery Adventures in the Palo Duro," Fpre^t and 
Stream, n.d., n.p., in ibid. 

27lbid. 
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weekly serving Dalhart (pop. 5,000) and other Northwest Panhandle 

communities in Dallam and Hartley counties. Howe and Hawk, 

already experienced at buying-out papers in Amarillo, Lubbock, and 

El Paso, decided to try consolidating the West Texas small paper 

market. McCarty recalled how he "was ambitious and felt like I'd 

like to head up my own paper, so I approached Mr. Wilbur C. Hawk 

one day and said, 'Look, I want one of those papers. So he said, 

'Alright, I think we'll get you Dalhart."28 

Determined to become a principal stockholder in the Dalhart 

venture (which included publication of the Hartley County News). 

McCarty borrowed a total of $5,000, of which $3,000 was loaned him 

by Howe and Hawk at 8% interest. His financing plans complete, 

McCarty arrived in Dalhart in May, 1929, to put out the paper, 

though he did not take ownership of the Dalhart Publishing Company, 

located on 307 Denrock Avenue, until June 1.29 

In a letter to his subscribers announcing the transaction, 

outgoing Texan editor C. H. Walker discussed the selection of John 

McCarty as his successor. Walker praised McCarty for his "vision of a 

greater and better Dalhart," noting that "his ambition to serve in the 

development of all this section of Texas has been fully 

demonstrated." The new editor was described as "a young man of 

staunch character, good business acumen, a vigorous and lucid writer 

who does not hesitate to champion the right or condemn the wrong." 

28McCarty to Green interview. 

29lbid.; Promissory note. Personal scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 
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McCarty, Walker concluded, "has the right vision of the Northwest 

Panhandle country," a factor that would benefit the "development" of 

the region.30 

McCarty inherited a staff of between 10 and 12 full- and 

part-time employees, many of them with four or more years 

experience with the Texan in a variety of capacities: bookkeeping, 

circulation, printing, and type-setting. In the fall of 1929, McCarty 

hired the experienced Albert H. Law to serve as chief reporter. Law, 

who served additionally as editor of the Texline Globe (a Howe- and 

Hawk-owned publication), became McCarty's lifelong friend and 

colleague, and in 1936 succeeded McCarty as editor of the Texan. 

In his later life, McCarty remembered the period 1929-31 as 

three of his "best" years in journalism.3i Dalhart warmed-up quickly 

to the new editor. The town's citizens found the irresistable humor 

and extraordinary energy displayed by "Mac" as a great asset to their 

city. Dalhartans especially appreciated his unpredictability. In the 

fall of 1929, McCarty, in what he described as a "wonderful safety 

valve," inaugurated the previously mentioned "Cuss-The-Editor-

Week." Over a seven-day period, readers recorded their opinions of 

McCarty and his paper, spurred by the editor's challenge to "Lay on 

MacDuff and damned be he who first cries enough."32 

30c. H. Walker, draft for Dalhart Texan newspaper article, in ibid. 

31 McCarty to Green interview. 

32Albert H. Law, "Editor's Ideas Build Leading Paper," National Printer 
Journalist. July 1935, n.p., Claytor Papers. 
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In effect, the novelty and waggishness of Cuss-The-Editor-

Week precipitated, in the words of Albert Law and other Texan 

employees, a "Mighty Surge of Good Will" for McCarty.33 As an 

outsider to Dalhart, and accustomed to the accelerated, more 

detached nature of an Amarillo daily, McCarty understood the need 

to win over his adopted readership. Any citizens concerned that the 

young, ambitious newspaperman might assert himself in some 

self-righteous manner must have been shocked, or at least puzzled, 

by his willingness to expose himself to a barrage of criticism. But in 

size, that barrage was dwarfed by the letter campaign instituted by a 

group of Dalhart citizens and Texan employees in December of 1929 

to "Praise-the-Editor." In letter after letter, readers extolled the 

"live-wide-awake and energetic newspaperman" for his boosting of 

Dalhart and the Northern Panhandle. Dalhart businesses were 

especially appreciative of McCarty and what they viewed as his 

progressive, enterprising outlook. In general, the community's 

message to McCarty was one of acceptance. "Your fairness in giving 

us a chance to 'Kuss-the-editor,'" noted one citizen, "makes us like 

you all the more."34 

McCarty moved quickly to modernize Dalhart Publishing; he 

wanted to transform the Texan from a weekly to a semi-weekly 

newspaper. In March, 1930, he purchased a Goss Cox-o-Type 

33"Johnnie Mac Is Lauded By Praise-the-Editor Week," The Dalhart 
Texan. 27 December 1929. 

34lbid. 
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printing press (according to McCarty, only the third of its kind 

purchased in the United States), which gave the Texan the capability 

of printing up to eight pages at a rate of 3,500 copies per hour. The 

Cox-o-Type was designed for semi-weekly and small daily papers, 

and though intended for immediate semi-weekly runs, would 

eventually give the Dalhart Publishing Company a daily paper 

potential.35 Despite the heavy capital expenditures for the press and 

other equipment, by the end of McCarty's first year of business (June 

1930), the Dalhart Publishing Company had earned a net profit of 

$17,584.36 

Confident in his new publisher's management skills, and unable 

to devote any more of his time to overseeing Globe-News 

subsidiaries, Wilbur Hawk made McCarty general manager of several 

Globe-News-owned newspapers operating in the Panhandle and West 

Texas. Hawk requested McCarty to "[make] the rounds of the 

different papers" in Midland, Shamrock, Lamesa, and other small 

towns. Publishers there were to forward their monthly statements 

to McCarty for his review and evaluation. Hawk encouraged the 

publishers to "take any matters up with him that are bothering you 

as your troubles probably are very similar to McCarty's."37 Hawk 

was especially concerned with excessive expenditures for salaries 

35"The Baby Is Ours," a Dalhart Texan newspaper clipping in Personal 
scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 

36Recapitulation of Business of Dalhart Publishing Company (June 
1929-June 1930), in ibid. 

37wilbur C. Hawk to John L. McCarty, 12 June 1930, in ibid. 
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and "job supplies," and urged McCarty to "check up on the job work" 

at Midland and other papers.3 8 

Ever diligent, McCarty filled his new managerial role, but not at 

the expense of publishing a first-rate newspaper for Dalhart and the 

surrounding area. That task was growing more formidable due to 

the Great Depression, the effects of which were, by 1931, beginning 

to appear on the Southern Great Plains. 

In general the American West, though suffering from declining 

agricultural prices during the 1920s, experienced the depression 

considerably later than the older regions of the industrialized East, 

where the Stock Market Crash of 1929 resulted in closed factories 

and long bread lines. Panhandle wheat and cotton production, for 

instance, had grown dramatically in the late 1920s, aided by 

favorable rainfalls, stable prices, high yields, comparatively cheap 

land, and improved machinery.39 Yet the larger American West was, 

by the early 1930s, feeling the full impact of the economic disaster. 

Wheat prices dropped sixty-one cents per bushel and cotton more 

than eleven cents per pound between 1929 and 1932.40 Panhandle 

wheat production, which reached 29,000,000 bushels in 1931, had 

by 1933 fallen to less than 2,000,000.41 Cattle prices declined almost 

38wilbur C. Hawk to John L. McCarty, 28 June 1930, in ibid. 

3 9 B . Byron Price and Frederick W. Rathjen, The Golden Spread: An 
Illustrated History of Amarillo and the Panhandle (Northridge, CA: Windsor 
Publications, 1986), 89. 

40lbid., 97. 

67 



five dollars per hundredweight during the same period.42 Once 

confident Western commentators, certain that the crash was the 

work of untrustworthy eastern speculators gambling with 

insubstantial Wall Street stocks, could no longer deny that rapidly 

falling commodity prices were linked to the crisis "back East."43 John 

McCarty remembered the spring of 1931 as the moment "when the 

effect of the drouth, and the whole depression hit this country [the 

Texas Panhandle]." In April of 1931, McCarty showed $2,500 in 

profits. In May, profits had been reduced to $113, forcing McCarty to 

make reductions in his office staff.4 4 

Though common sense may have dictated the Texan's reversion 

to weekly status as a means of reducing operating costs, McCarty 

maintained semi-weekly runs, publishing his paper on the 

Tuesday/Friday schedule he had established in 1930. He continued 

to dedicate himself to making the Texan the principal organ of 

community leadership and economic development in the northern 

Panhandle, a goal consistent with his journalistic philosophy: a 

newspaper should reflect a community's fundamental values and 

aspirations; it should illustrate how those values and aspirations 

correspond to the community's past so that citizens understand 

41 John L. McCarty, "We May Be Down-But Not Out," West Texas Today. 
October 1933, 5. 

42Garry L. Nail, "Dustbowl Days: Panhandle Farming in the 1930s," 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Review. 1975, 42. 

43Michael Malone and Richard Etulain, The American West. 88; Richard 
White, "It's Your Misfortune." 463. 

44McCarty to Green interview. 
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where they have come from; it should commit itself to economic 

growth, going beyond simple business advertising to a facilitation of 

long-term economic planning. McCarty's popularity with Dalhart's 

citizenry emanated from his aggressive pursuit of these ideals. The 

editor helped define Dalhart and the spirit of its people, an 

enterprise which would prove critical during the worst days of the 

drought-ridden 1930s. 

To assess his paper's effectiveness at community service, 

McCarty in 1931 entered the Dalhart Texan in the "Outstanding 

Community Service Contest" sponsored by the Baylor University 

Department of Journalism. After reviewing twenty-three Texas 

newspapers from towns with populations under 10,000, department 

chairman Frank Burkhalter and a panel of judges awarded the Texan 

first prize "for the most elaborate and worthwhile program of 

community service during 1931. "45 Not satisfied with state 

competition, McCarty entered the national community service contest 

for 1931, sponsored by the National Editorial Association (NEA), the 

national trade organization of non-metropolitan newspapers. The 

Texan won third place, finishing behind only The Greenwich 

(Connecticut) Press and the Helena (Arkansas) World.46 

The state and national recognition garnered by the Texan 

stemmed from a variety of community projects. Between 1930 and 

45"Dalhart Editor Given Baylor Service Medal," newspaper clipping in 
Personal scrapbook, Claytor papers. 

46The Dalhart Texan Pirtnrial Edition. September 1932, Bound Volume 51, 
John L. McCarty Papers, Amarillo, Texas. 
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1932, the Texan led the movement for Panhandle highway 

construction, highlighted by paving projects for state highways 5, 41, 

and 54 through Dallam and Hartley counties. McCarty promoted 

irrigation development in northwest Dallam County, and made the 

continued expansion of Panhandle cattle feeding lots "a plank in The 

Texan's community service platform." In a foreshadowing of his 

water conservation activities of the later 1930s and 1940s, McCarty 

joined with nine other Dalhart men in financing a project for the 

impounding of waters for Lake Rita Blanca south of Dalhart, "making 

possible . . . steady progress toward a North Plains recreation resort." 

Writing under the editorial caption "Cactus, Sage and Loco," McCarty 

trumpeted city park development, beautification projects, the 

planting of elm trees, agricultural diversification and intensification, 

and street repairs and lighting projects. He advocated 

commission-style municipal government, the construction of a 

municipal auditorium and community center, and a new high school 

football field.47 

In reflecting upon the Texan's accomplishments during the first 

three years of McCarty's leadership, reporter Albert Law wrote that 

the paper had "helped boost every effort at community betterment," 

facilitating a movement in "which the splendid achievements of the 

past pale before the possibilities of the future." Law commented that 

Panhandle civic leaders "believe this consistent development urge 

47lbid. 
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has been on the The Texan's greatest contributions to Dalhart and 

this territory."48 

Despite a summer of low rainfall and declining agricultural 

prices, McCarty in September 1932 published his third "Pictorial 

Edition," a glossy-covered magazine which boosted the businesses 

and industries of the northern Texas Panhandle. Boasting that "Our 

Country Is Your Opportunity," McCarty linked Dalhart's economic 

possibilities to his historical vision of Northwest Texas. Noting that 

he had "rolled onto the High Plains of Texas in a prairie schooner 

when there were more antelopes and coyotes than cattle," McCarty 

used the pictorial edition to accentuate the "real opportunities in this 

country for those who were willing to expend a fair amount of capital 

and energy." Facts, maps, and statistics propounding cattle feeding, 

grain production, proposed irrigation tracts, and Dalhart's location at 

the junction of the Rock Island and Fort Worth & Denver railroads 

were meant to convince readers that growth in the Dalhart territory 

was "permanent, sure, and the limits . . . not in sight." Of equal 

importance to attracting business and industry was, in McCarty's 

mind, the enviable work ethic held by the Panhandle citizen: 

job-hunters, wholesalers, distributors, and manufacturers would find 

Dalhart's business climate favorable, as it was bolstered by "a nearly 

100 per cent Anglo-Saxon population of the Dalhart territory. . . ."4 9 

48lbid. 

49lbid. 
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Regardless of McCarty's consistent "tone of optimism," business 

expansion in the midst of a widening economic depression was 

ill-advised, if not financially impossible. Nevertheless, on January 

16, 1933, McCarty began daily publication of the Texan. The risk 

was tremendous, considering that during the Great Depression, 

newspapers of all circulation sizes were struggling to remain solvent. 

Just seven months before the publication of the first daily Texan 

edition, Globe-News Publishing general manager Wilbur Hawk 

informed McCarty of the unstable financial state of the company. 

Hawk predicted "mighty slow" business in the third quarter of 1932, 

necessitating a 12.5% reduction in salaries for all Globe-News 

employees, including the salaiies of Hawk and Gene Howe. Hawk 

recommended strongly that McCarty make similar salary cuts at the 

Texan.50 

Initially, McCarty took Hawk's administrative recommendations 

to heart, and by November of 1932, in consideration of a reduction in 

operating costs, was even planning to revert the Texan to a weekly 

publication. But a visit with Paul Dodge, editor-publisher of the 

Tucumcari, New Mexico, daily newspaper, encouraged him to move in 

the other direction. Intrigued by Dodge's tabloid-size paper, and 

armed with data supporting the success-rate of daily papers in towns 

of 4,000 to 5,000 people, McCarty in December, 1932, proposed to 

Howe and Hawk that the Texan expand to a daily publication of 

tabloid-size. McCarty enumerated the advertising (especially 

50wilbur C. Hawk to John L. McCarty, 7 June 1932, Claytor Papers. 
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national advertising) and circulation revenues that could be 

generated through a daily, but in the end, acknowledged the great 

risks involved in reconfiguring the paper during an economic 

depression. "I know that such a venture as a small daily publication 

might be considered hazardous at this time," he conceded. But, 

McCarty argued, "it takes about a year to establish a daily and by 

that time we should be coming out of the present depressed 

condition in fairly good shape." He was retaining an "ample staff to 

put out a first-class local daily paper without a wire service . . . and 

we apparently are in as good shape as we will ever be in to make 

such a venture. "5 1 

McCarty went ahead with his daily, and by the summer of 

1933, Howe, Hawk, and other West Texas publishers realized that the 

gamble had paid-off. During July, a month when the two Amarillo 

newspapers showed combined losses of over $5,000, the Dalhart 

Texan broke even. Hawk wrote McCarty that "anyone who showed a 

statement like yours should be congratulated."52 In October, a fellow 

newspaperman, conceding that McCarty had expanded at "a time 

when an ordinary man wouldn't have thought of starting a daily," 

applauded him for "buck(ing) both the depression and drouth." With 

"economic skies . . . heavily overcast, but the real skies . . . too clear 

51 John L. McCarty to Gene Howe and Wilbur C. Hawk, 6 December 1932, 
Personal scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 

52wilbur C. Hawk to John L. McCarty, 28 August 1933, in ibid. 
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to suggest the coming of the greatly needed rains, he plunged and 

brought the Texan forth as a tabloid size daily."5 3 

In January, 1934, one year after the transition from 

semi-weekly to daily status, McCarty sent Gene Howe the results of 

an audit which, in McCarty's words, "shows that all of my careful 

estimates about going daily a year ago have been more than proven 

right in one of the worst years in the history of this country." The 

Texan made revenue gains of over $3,500 for 1933, with the 

expenses of going daily only $422 over expenses for 1932. McCarty 

did not refrain from hiding his joy. "So many folks thought this 

move was foolish," he wrote Gene Howe, "and we have had such an 

excellent opportunity to test it out under the Wackiest [sic] and 

toughest conditions that I feel justified in saying that it was a 

success."54 

For McCarty and his staff, 1933 and 1934 were successful in 

ways beyond their favorable financial results. As he had in 1931, 

McCarty, committed to evaluating his paper in comparison to other 

small-town publications, entered the Texan in several state and 

national contests. The results were more impressive than the earlier 

efforts. In the 1933 National Newspaper Contests and Exhibit, 

sponsored by the NEA, the Texan, competing in the small dailies 

division, captured second in "Outstanding Community Service," 

53"New Daily is Whipping Depression and Drouth," newspaper clipping 
in ibid. 

54john L. McCarty to Gene Howe, 20 January 1934, in ibid. 
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second in "Most Oustanding Edition," and honorable mention in 

"General Excellence." (The Texan had won the right to compete 

nationally after winning two first places in the state-wide contest 

held at the 1933 Texas State Fair in Dallas.) In its report, the 

national panel of judges praised McCarty and his "progressive 

newspaper" for promoting local relief and agricultural programs "in 

the face of tremendous difficulties." The judges stressed that the 

Texan "made one of the best showings among daily newspapers in 

the National Contests and Exhibit"55 

McCarty reentered NEA contests in 1934, and in April, 1935, 

NEA managing director Harry Rutledge informed him of the Texan's 

first-place finish in that year's Conmiunity Service Contest.56 Due to 

a serious bout with strep throat, McCarty was unable to attend the 

NEA awards ceremony on May 6 held at Tulane University in New 

Orleans. George E. Simmons, professor of journalism at Tulane, 

accepted the award, a silver plaque, on McCarty's behalf.5 7 

The Texan's many awards attracted the attention of several 

university journalism departments. A newspaper class at the 

University of Minnesota selected the Texan as one of its 

representative newspapers used in a study of small town dailies.58 J. 

55"Quotation from report of judges on Community Service Contest, daily 
division," in ibid. 

56Harry B. Rutledge to John L. McCarty, 16 April 1935, in ibid. 

57George E. Simmons to John L. McCarty, 7 May 1935, in ibid. 

58juanita Zehnder to John L. McCarty, 12 October 1933, in ibid. 
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Edward Gerald, professor of journalism at the University of Missouri, 

was greatly impressed with one of McCarty's entries in the 1935 NEA 

contest, the Texan "Resource Edition" of September, 1934, a 144-page 

publication "devoted to the Resources of the North Panhandle." 

Agricultural news, business news and histories, church news, articles 

on local schools, banks, and transportation resources, and numerous 

advertisements boosting Panhandle industries were included in the 

edition.59 Professor Gerald "examined with interest and with 

something near unbelief the excellent resource edition," lauding the 

"high standard" that McCarty had set for his newspaper. "More than 

this, however," wrote Gerald, "I read in the great variety of 

advertising . . . a remarkable expression of confidence in Dalhart and 

the Dalhart Texan." Gerald considered the exhibition of confidence "a 

priceless possession. . . ."60 

Throughout his newspaper career, McCarty enjoyed addressing 

college journalism classes, as he did in February of 1936 at Baylor 

University. McCarty discussed with Baylor students the problems of 

small-town publishing and the best means for selling advertising to 

local merchants and professionals. He listed "courage . . . enthusiasm 

and industry as the principal secrets of such success" that he had 

achieved.61 

59The Dalhart Texan Resource Edition. 7 September 1934, Bound Volume 
43, McCarty Papers. 

60J. Edward Gerald to John L. McCarty, 24 September 1934, Personal 
scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 

61 Clipping from Waco News Tribune. 23 February 1936, in ibid. 
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McCarty's West Texas newspaper colleagues acknowledged the 

Dalhart publisher's exceptional editing and managerial skills by 

selecting him director of the Panhandle Press Association (PPA). In 

addition to writing columns for the association's official journal, the 

Panhandle Publisher. McCarty was expected to visit Panhandle 

newspaper offices in Amarillo, Canyon, Tulia, Borger, Pampa, 

Spearman, Perryton, and other Panhandle towns to assess the quality 

and effectiveness of their operations. Editors looked to McCarty to 

provide ideas for news stories, especially stories of New Deal 

agricultural and conservation projects evolving on the High Plains.62 

Besides his PPA directorship, McCarty served on the executive 

committee of the Texas Press Association. His civic offices included 

stints as president of both the Dalhart Rotary Club and the Dalhart 

Chamber of Commerce, and he became well-known throughout 

Northwestern and Western Texas for his entertaining banquet 

addresses. 

In 1934, John McCarty's reputation as a successful small-town 

editor and publisher was secure. McCarty could claim, without 

reservation, that the Dalhart Texan was one of the finest small 

newspapers in Texas, if not the entire United States. The Texan's 

dedication to community service and activism, its aggressive 

promotion of agriculture and business, and its commitment to 

advertising the economic potential of Northwest Texas reflected 

62ciipping from Panhandle Publisher. September 1935, Personal 
scrapbook, Claytor Papers. 
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McCarty's resolution to boost the region through the dark days of 

economic crisis. 

Yet McCarty's civic leadership faced a still greater test, brought 

by the high winds sweeping the Texas Panhandle in the summer of 

1934, portents of the greatest ecological disaster in American history. 
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CHAPTER IV 

"GRAB A ROOT AND GROWL" 

In his critically-acclaimed Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains In 

the 1930s. Donald Worster rates "fundamental weaknesses in the 

traditional culture of America" as the principal explanation for the 

Great Plains ecological disaster of the 1930s. Among Plains farmers 

the traditional culture, argues Worster, manifests itself in an 

agricultural society that has and will "consistently and habitually 

underrate the possibility of drought. . . . " Worster depicts Plains 

farmers as hard-headed optimists, impervious to the risks of 

drought-related crop failures, who "feel no need to seek-out logical 

solutions or change their [agricultural] practices. They are prouder of 

their ability to tough it out than to analyze their situation rationally, 

because they expect nature to be good to them and make them 

prosper." As his work is substantially a Marxist analysis of the "dirty 

thirties," Worster posits that the optimism of Southern Plains farmers 

is the product of "the ethos of an upwardly mobile society." 

Essentially, the agricultural outlook of the Southern Plains farmer, 

defined by Worster as "fatalistic," changed little during the 1930s, 

leading him to conclude that "the most incredible fact of the dirty 

thirties was the tenacity of bourgeois optimism and its 

imperviousness to all warnings."i 

1 Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1979; New York: Oxford Paperbacks, 1982), 5, 27-
8. 
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The preponderance of Southern Plains culture, characterized in 

the 1930s by people who valued tenacity and stubborness in the face 

of impending disaster, serves as an effective paradigm for examining 

the events of the Dust Bowl-era. Though it had not been explored 

thoroughly until his book, the central theme advanced by 

Worster-that the Dust Bowl was "primarily the work of man, not 

nature"—had gained wide acceptance in most parts of the United 

States by the late 1930s.2 

Nevertheless, the Texas Panhandle culture of the thirties was 

anything but "fatalistic." On the contrary, the High Plains farmers, 

though resentful toward "Eastern" commentators and their persistent 

criticism of rural values, accepted the need for change. As an 

important study of trans-Mississippi agriculture and culture by 

Horace Miner emphasizes. Western farmers have never resisted new 

farming methods. Recognizing that there is no "simple living" on the 

Western prairies, they seek to "manage out of the variables of 

opportunity, effort, and method." Innovation is always welcome, the 

people "open to the continuous improvement of farm machinery and 

technique." Though farmers harbor a "suspicion and . . . a real dislike 

for being told how to run their farms," suggests Miner, they embrace 

any adaptations that ensure continued economic survival.3 

2lbid., 13. 

3Horace Miner, Culture and Agriculture: An Anthropological Study of a 
Corn Belt County. Occasional Contributions From the Museum of Anthropology 
of the University of Michigan, no. 14 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 
1949), 8, 91. 
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In the 1930s, the future of Northwest Texas agriculture hinged 

on two factors. First among them was the farmers' willingness to 

adapt improved agricultural methods to meet the demands of the 

arid High Plains environment. Second, a successful future hung on 

the maintenance of a traditional value system that, in addition to 

demanding that Panhandle Texans overcome adversity, encouraged 

an optimism in future economic prosperity. 

John McCarty in the early 1930s readily understood the 

significance of the two factors. As it did in other rural regions, 

agricultural survival on the Texas High Plains, demanded the 

"integration . . . [of] New Deal farm programs and the local culture."4 

Through his writings, orations, boosterism, and organizational efforts, 

McCarty strove to connect the Panhandle's historical and 

geographical identity to progressive agriculture. He championed 

Northwest Texas and challenged national commentators-many of 

them skeptical about the future of Great Plains agriculture-to 

acknowledge the resiliency of the region's inhabitants. By decade's 

end, John McCarty had become a principal voice of the Texas 

Panhandle. 

In the mid-1930s, McCarty was, based on his personal readings 

and observations, experienced enough to comment on the farming 

situation in the Panhandle. In 1933 and 1934, he wrote, in his 

words, "a series of editorials on the vital problem of soil erosion 

control which is of much concern to Northern Panhandle farmers at 

4lbid., 91. 
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this time."5 McCarty proposed nothing original; nationwide, many of 

his recommendations on soil conservation were being postulated by 

university professors and federal specialists. But in confronting what 

he viewed as the "purely selfish" and individualistic methods of 

many Panhandle farmers and ranchers, McCarty was risking far 

more than any academician or bureaucrat.6 Those commentators 

viewed the Great Plains as a vast laboratory for conducting 

experiments in erosion prevention. Only indirectly responsible for 

shaping agricultural opinion, they remained nameless and faceless 

soldiers in the ranks of the New Deal bureaucratic machine. Rural 

editors like McCarty, on the other hand, lived among those being 

asked to adopt the new farming practices. As authoritatively as 

possible, McCarty had to introduce, explain, and justify what 

amounted to a revolution in Great Plains agriculture. He undertook 

the task of changing attitudes, and in a region where attitudes die 

hard he risked public and private rejection. 

Under such titles as "In the Public Interest," "Save the Soil," and 

"We May Destroy Our Credit," McCarty promoted soil conservation 

methods, warning his fellow Texans of the dangers of ignoring 

erosion control studies. He wrote: 

In addition to destroying the credit of this country with 
the Federal Land Bank, failure to get prompt action on soil 

5John L. McCarty, "In the Public Interest," n.d., newspaper clipping in 
"The Dalhart Texan: An Entry in the Community Service Contest, Daily 
Division," Bound Volume 46, John L. McCarty Papers, Amarillo Public Library, 
Amarillo, Texas. 

^Ibid. 
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erosion control will lead only to further damage of farms 
and pastures. The blowing of soil in this country can to a 
great degree be stopped by proper study and action on the 
part of everyone. It is in the public interest that this be 
done. It is no job for one person alone because it concerns 
everyone and the man who has his land in perfect 
condition might find his neighbor's field slowly moving 
over onto his and then the wind will begin blowing the 
valuable soil off both fields.7 

McCarty recommended contour and deep plowing in the fall, and he 

urged farmers to leave stocks in the fields to hold down soil. If these 

methods were not established, wrote McCarty, "[t]hen the jig is up."8 

Time and again, McCarty cautioned High Plains readers about 

the deleterious effects of non-compliance. In addition to the obvious 

environmental impact of dust storms, there were the economic 

consequences. He was convinced that "the credit of this country will 

be destroyed," specifically the Panhandle farmer's credit-rating with 

the Federal Land Bank of Houston. Citing the opinion of the 

president of the North Plains Soil Erosion Control Association, 

McCarty exhorted that "action on the matter of soil erosion control 

cannot be delayed unless we wish to impair our credit."9 The 

difficult part, McCarty wrote, "is to get these various erosion control 

methods into operation on a unified and cooperative scale. It must 

be done to save the land in this country from needless waste and 

7john L. McCarty, "We May Destroy Our Credit," Bound Volume 46, 
McCarty Papers. 

8john L. McCarty, "Save the Soil," Bound Volume 46, McCarty Papers. 

9McCarty, "We May Destroy Our Credit." 
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destruction." 10 Like many other Great Plains newspapers in the 

early and mid-1930s, the Dalhart Texan devoted itself to educating 

farmers about soil conservation measures. McCarty helped organize 

or promote erosion control organizations and farm practice schools in 

Northern Panhandle communities. The Texan recommended the 

planting of cow peas, and in an editorial entitled "Avoiding Another 

'Little Sahara Desert,'" McCarty, to counter soil erosion, advocated 

deep plowing, terracing, and hedge planting, n 

Many Texan articles explored the prospects of agricultural 

diversification in the Panhandle, an idea McCarty advanced 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s. He ran numerous stories on the 

profitability of poultry, hog, dairy, and fruit growing operations, 

confident that the Panhandle's burgeoning transportation network 

could absorb marketing the livestock and produce. McCarty 

defended his scheme by citing Texas A & M studies and experiments 

in agricultural diversity undertaken by area farmers. Referring to 

the success of a farm northwest of Dalhart, a Texan story described 

the owner's profitable poultry operation, his successful wheat 

planting season, and his efforts at digging an artesian well "with the 

view to irrigation of crops with truck patches and such-like 

possibilities." 12 

lOMcCarty, "Save the Soil." 

11 John L. McCarty, "Avoiding Another 'Little Sahara Desert,'" Bound 
Volume 46, McCarty Papers. 
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But in the end, John L. McCarty's chief obsession remained soil 

conservation. By 1934, wind erosion had taken a terrible toll on the 

Southern Plains landscape. Studies of the region by state and federal 

officials indicated that, in many areas, four to five inches of top soil 

had been lost. The Texan, referring to statements by local county 

agents, publicized the effectiveness of soil terracing while 

emphasizing the Federal Land Bank's refusal to grant loans to those 

farmers not practicing terracing.13 The establishment of a 

27,000-acre wind erosion control experimental station near Dalhart 

in August 1934 gave McCarty increased incentive to boost the soil 

conservation methods advocated by the federal government. He 

encouraged H. H. Finnell, the Panhandle A&M College (Oklahoma) 

professor of agriculture who directed the Dalhart Wind Erosion 

Control Project Number 27, to write a series of articles for the Texan 

describing up-to-date conservation methods. Finnell quickly 

disregarded popular claims that Panhandle winds had increased in 

recent years or that the current drought was an anomaly. High 

winds and low rainfall were, he pointed out, not new problems.14 

But Finnell showed even less patience with the "[r]ecent 

agitation" by some "for the abandonement of the plains on the 

12"Coldwater Farmer's Flock of Hens Paying Good Dividends as Egg Price 
Goes Higher," clipping from Dalhart Texan, n.d., in Bound Volume 46, McCarty 
Papers . 

13"H. H. Finnell To Direct Wind Erosion Control," clipping from Dalhart 
Texan, n.d., in ibid. 

14lbid.; Garry L. Nail, "Dust Bowl Days: Panhandle Farming in the 
1930s," Panhandle-Plain. Historical Review (1975): 54. 
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grounds the land is submarginal or even marginal. . . . " Remedies for 

wind erosion would be found and implemented. Agricultural 

proponents in the older farming regions of the East, South, and 

Midwest, wrote Finnell, had "little excuse for minimizing the efforts 

of ambitious plainsmen who have really shown a marked success in 

the conquest of a new and unfamiliar environment just fairly 

started." He confidently asserted that the only approach Plains 

farmers need take was "to make better use of the rain that is 

received."15 

Finnell's evaluation of the Dust Bowl phenomenon—that severe 

soil erosion, though the result of senseless agricultural practices, did 

not spell doom for Panhandle farming society—affirmed McCarty's 

own conception of the ecological situation, not to mention his larger 

view of Panhandle history. McCarty did not ignore the disastrous 

ecological consequences associated with years of shortsighted, 

ill-informed farming techniques; indeed, his newspaper took a lead 

in introducing revisions in High Plains farming. But he never 

doubted the recovery of Panhandle agriculture. He never questioned 

the validity nor minimized the significance of Panhandle settlement 

and the fruits of that event. He found repulsive the notion of mass 

Panhandle emigration, and through a juxtaposition of progressive 

agricultural studies with editorial challenges to Plainsmen's regional 

pride, he encouraged his readers to endure. 

15H. H. Finnell, "Wind Erosion of Soil: Its Causes and Consequences," No. 
1, clipping from Dalhart Texan, n.d., in Bound Volume 46, McCarty Papers. 
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In reducing John McCarty to a role as leader in a "defensive 

campaign" against "outside critics," historian Donald Worster, in his 

quest for portraying Southern Plainsmen as illogical and irrational 

bourgeois fatalists, overlooks the Dalhart newspaperman's 

commitment to agricultural modernization.16 Worster discounts the 

sacrifices McCarty endured to advance change. As Vance Johnson, a 

witness of the Panhandle Dust Bowl pointed out, "John McCarty, the 

young editor of the Dalhart Texan, sought to warn his readers that 

the sand dunes west of town were signs of a plague that threatened 

to envelop and destroy the town." Because of his dire warnings, 

notes Johnson, McCarty "lost a thousand dollars of advertising in a 

week" to businessmen who thought "that kind of talk was 'bad for 

business.'"17 

McCarty's pledge to progressive farming did not restrain him 

from confronting what he viewed as sensationalized national 

reporting of the High Plains drought. McCarty resented the media's 

general attitude toward Dust Bowl residents. In his opinion. 

Southern Plains farmers were being held under the microscope, 

viewed as an endangered species whose penalties for their 

short-sightedness should be farm foreclosures and relocation. 

Yet as Pamela Riney-Kehrberg emphasizes in her recent study 

of Dust Bowl Kansas, farmers of the Plains "were not acting out of any 

16Worster, Dust Bowl. 32. 

17Vance Johnson, Heaven's Tableland: The Dust Bowl Storv (New York: 
Farrar, Straus and Co., 1947), 171-72. 
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perverse compulsion to ruin the land, as some environmental 

historians have suggested. They were ordinary people, trying to 

support their families under extraordinarily bad circumstances." As 

McCarty reminded his contemporaries, Riney-Kehrberg reminds us 

that those farmers "made short-term decisions based on a desire to 

put food on their tables and keep roofs over their heads." There was 

"no evil intent" in the actions of Southern Plains farmers, "only the 

attempts of hardworking people to wrest a living from sometimes 

resisting lands."18 

McCarty fought Eastern critics because he realized that, by 

itself, the introduction of new farming methods would not allow 

Panhandle residents to outlast drought. He needed to tap their 

tenacity, though not the "tenacity of bourgeois optimism" to which 

Worster subscribes. From his experiences and observations, McCarty 

understood that Northwest Texans' tenacity and optimism sprang 

from their geographical identity and from a heritage rooted in the 

independence of cattlemen and pioneer farmers. Through his words 

and organizational efforts, McCarty defined the values and attitudes 

that, in his mind, explained the achievements of Panhandle 

forefathers, and that, if embodied by the present generation, would 

sustain them. McCarty connected the Panhandle of the mid-1930s to 

the frontier Panhandle-the Panhandle of his memory-and in doing 

so, challenged his readers not to quit. 

18pamela Riney-Kehrberg, Rooted in Dust: Surviving Drought and 
Depression in Southwestern Kansas (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 
1994), 128, 136. 
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Against this backdrop, McCarty and H. H. Finnell pushed their 

agricultural agenda. Finnell's approach to moisture conservation was 

divided into two parts: preventive measures to meet production 

goals and increase agricultural efficiency over the long-term; and 

remedial methods which, while temporary, served best during 

emergency situations. Preventive methods demanded the 

maintenance of moisture conservation and vegetative cover by 

means of terracing, contour plowing, restrictive grazing, windbreak 

plantings, and employing crop patterns that utilized sorghum, corn, 

and other erosion-resisting cover crops. Remedial methods included 

deep tillaging to raise compacted heavy soils and the surface 

cultivation of wet soil to produce a cloddy, wind-resistant soil 

surface. 19 Sensitive to the opposition that his suggestions might 

meet, Finnell concluded his three-part series with a dispassionate 

warning: 

The purpose in mind is to complete the establishment 
of a conservative soil program as quickly as possible so 
as to be ready for the next drouth that may come along 
and at the same time promote the recovery of damaged 
land to get it back into a productive state in order not 
to miss the first favorable crop opportunity that arises.20 

During a radio interview in May, 1939, five years after 

assuming directorship of the Dalhart wind erosion center, Finnell 

19Finnell, "Wind Erosion of Soil: Its Causes and Control," No. 2, Bound 
Volume 46, McCarty Papers. 

20Finnell, "Wind Erosion of Soil: Its Causes and Control," No. 3, Bound 
Volume 46, McCarty Papers. 
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described the people of the Texas Panhandle. He noted that their 

predominant characteristic was their ability to adapt, a willingness 

"to substitute a new order for the old. They are willing to face their 

problems with a fresh untried system."2i Such an assessment 

contrasts sharply with conclusions by Donald Worster and other 

present-day historians that, during the 1930s, typical Northwest 

Texans exhibited an inflexible, stubborn fatalism. 

John McCarty championed the plans of H. H. Finnell and other 

conservationists, prodding, occasionally chiding, local farmers to stop 

their inefficient planting and cultivation practices. Yet McCarty, like 

Finnell, never wavered in his conviction that Panhandle farmers 

would survive and ultimately benefit from the drought. Essentially, 

McCarty fashioned himself the Panhandle's chief agricultural 

commentator. Extensive Texan coverage of erosion control measures 

and his growing acquaintances with federal and state officials 

equipped him with an understanding of soil conservation 

methodology which, when coupled with his steadfast boosterism, 

established him as a effective campaigner for agricultural 

modernization. "We May Be Down-But Not Out," trumpeted McCarty, 

as he urged farmers and businessmen to "hang-on."22 

McCarty did not deny the need for extensive federal assistance 

for many parts of West Texas. Panhandle farmers had come to rely 

21 Ruby Winona Adams, "Social Behavior in a Drought Stricken Texas 
Panhandle Community" (MA thesis. University of Texas, 1939), 21. 

22john L. McCarty, "We May Be Down-But Not Out," West Texas Today. 
October 1933, 5. 
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on the Agricultural Adjustment Act and other federal programs, and 

McCarty knew, as did most citizens of the drought-ridden Plains, that 

what he called the "People's Spirit" would not by itself carry them 

through the crisis.23 As had most parts of the nation. Northwest 

Texas looked to federal road-building projects, to increased work 

relief and direct aid, and to the liberalization of government loans to 

rehabilitate the region's economy. Still, even the New Deal programs 

considered, McCarty's anthem throughout the worst days of the 

mid-1930s remained "the fine spirit of West Texas citizens generally 

and North Plainsmen in particular. . . ."24 And it was John McCarty 

himself, writes a historian of the Dust Bowl, who reflected as well as 

anyone the "obstinate spirit" of the people. McCarty strove "to instill 

a sense of pride in the region on the part of his readers."25 

Combining doses of humor with strong appeals to the people to 

keep the faith in their land and their heritage, McCarty put on the 

mantle of Dust Bowl spiritual leader. He encouraged High Plains civic 

leaders to boost their communities through celebrations of their past. 

For instance, in a visit to Guymon, Oklahoma, McCarty challenged its 

citizens to hold a Pioneer Days celebration, an event Guymonites 

inaugurated on May 2, 1934.26 As an historian of the Texas High 

23lbid. 

24lbid. 

25R. Douglas Hurt, The Dust Bowl: An Agricultural and Social History 
(Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1981), 58-9, 

26john C. Dawson, High Plains Yesterdays: From XIT Days Through 
Drouth and Depre.ssion (Austin- Eakin Press, 1985), 217. 
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Plains indicates, residents of that region "were given the supreme 

test"27 during the mid-1930s, and McCarty, as much as any journalist 

or politician, "urged the people not to give up. . . ."28 

As Riney-Kehrberg asserts, "problems of the people of the Dust 

Bowl became public property." Editors and boosters could not simply 

stand by as a steady barrage of negative news stories "threatened 

the area's sense of identity and its people's ability to maintain viable 

communities and farms." So they fought back. "Few local boosters 

could hope that their messages would travel far," writes Riney-

Kehrberg, "but self-respect demanded a response."29 

John McCarty took a lead in countering the national media's 

onslaught on Dust Bowl residents. In a February, 1935, "Cactus, Sage, 

and Loco" editorial for the Texan. McCarty, making references to the 

spirit of Panhandle pioneers, compared his contemporaries to the 

ancient Spartans: 

Spartans (no other word can better describe most of the 
citizens of the North Plains Country and of Dalhart.) 
Spartan in training. Spartan in living and Spartan in their 
thinking, these people combine courage with vision, 
dreaming with toil, and persistent effort with optimism, 
to the admiration and wonder of all who know them. 
Gathering strength from the sheer impossibility of the 
task of carrying on and reconstruction that confronts 
them, the farmers and ranchers, our first citizens, are 
staying with the soil and wagering heavy odds they will 

27lbid., 262 

28lbid., 216. 

29Riney-Kehrberg, Rooted in Dust. 129. 
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win. Their faces are open books wherein may be read 
sincerity of purpose, dogged determination, and the love 
for the elemental forces of nature they are fighting.3 0 

But in the Panhandle, the real test of Spartan determination 

was yet to come, for in March and April of 1935, the great, ominous 

"black blizzards" rolled over the Southern Plains' landscape. As 

Donald Worster writes, following an unusual February heat wave, 

strong northwesterly winds began moving topsoil across western 

Kansas and the panhandles of Oklahoma and Texas. For the next six 

weeks, residents of the Southern Plains witnessed dim sunlight and, 

on many occasions, greatly reduced visibility during daylight hours. 

Black dust clouds boiled over the Plains, choking and blinding anyone 

unlucky enough to be out-of-doors. Street lights burned constantly, 

and townspeople took to wearing goggles and dust masks on their 

way to work or school, that is when their offices or schools were not 

closed due to the dangerous conditions. Large drifts formed along 

roads and highways and on one occasion a train was derailed by dirt 

on the railroad tracks. Dirt worked its way past closed doors and 

windows and into people's face, hair, teeth, nose, and eyes. In 

hospitals throughout the Southern Plains, babies and the elderly 

were admitted with acute respiratory infections and what many 

came to call "dust pneumonia." Many of the hospitalized died from 

respiratory ailments, and few Dust Bowl towns avoided losing 

citizens who, caught in dust storms and disoriented, suffocated in 

fields or roadside ditches.31 

30Quoted in ibid., 262-3. 

93 



John McCarty, wary of dust storms' dangers but determined to 

photograph oncoming black clouds, strung a rope between his porch 

and a large tree in his front yard, confident that, if overwhelmed by 

dust, he could negotiate his way back to the house. Several of 

McCarty's front yard photographs reached national audiences, 

published in Fortune Magazine and other popular journals.3 2 

The blackest day of that black year of 1935 was Sunday, April 

14, or "Black Sunday," as it has been called. According to witnesses, 

the dust storm of that day, immortalized in scores of photographs, 

including some by McCarty and the Texan staff, turned day into night 

in a matter of seconds. "Its rolling motion was deceptive," recalled 

Vance Johnson, and "whole towns were engulfed before people could 

get in out of their yards and shut the doors." Thousands of birds and 

jackrabbits suffocated in the dust. Visibility shortened to a few feet, 

and it hurt to breathe. "Words were inadequate to describe the 

storm," Johnson writes. "It was absolutely incomprehensible to those 

who had not seen it."3 3 

In all, the black blizzard lasted for three to four hours. Its 

impact lasted for years. Black Sunday, in addition to the series of 

storms since early March, threatened to destroy people's spirit. "The 

mood of the people had begun to change," writes Worster, "if not to 

31 Worster, Dust Bowl. 16-20. 

32Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, interview with Sean J. Flynn, 12 July 1997, 
Amarillo, Texas. Some of McCarty's front yard photographs are filed in Drawer 
4, Folder 295, McCarty Papers. 

33johnson, Heaven's Tableland. 156-57. 
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apocalyptic dread in every case, at least to a fear that this was a 

nightmare that might never end."34 

By April, 1935, McCarty and other Panhandle boosters had 

reason to believe they were experiencing an environmental disaster 

of biblical proportions. Exacerbating the effects of the northwest 

winds were what Panhandle citizens perceived as ill-winds from 

Washington, D. C. A proposal in late 1933 by Secretary of the 

Interior Harold Ickes to return Oklahoma Panhandle lands to the 

public domain and the establishment in 1935 of the Resettlement 

Administration under Rexford Tugwell, presented Southern 

Plainsmen with the prospect of evacuation from their homes.35 As 

the Black Sunday winds and dust abated, few Panhandle farmers 

could have felt secure in their future on the land. 

In the wake of Black Sunday, editor McCarty, concerned that 

the spirit of Panhandle residents had reached desperate levels, 

founded "Old Loco's Last Man Club," a semi-whimsical fraternity 

organized with decidedly solemn purposes: to challenge people's 

pride, to boost their morale, to strengthen their resolve to stay on the 

High Plains. McCarty patterned the organization after Civil War 

soldiers' clubs of which he had read. In 1937, two years after the 

Last Man Club had originated, McCarty recalled its significance in a 

letter to M. W. Taggart, managing editor of the Fort Worth Press. 

34worster, Dust Bowl. 17. 

35lbid., 42. 
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"All of this time we had done our dead level best to keep up the 

courage of the people and at the same time secure as much 

government activity as we possibly could," he wrote. Noting that he 

"was tired and sick of hearing even some of our old-timers talk about 

leaving the country," McCarty resolved "to organize a last man club 

and get those folks . . . to pledge themselves to be the last man to 

leave the country." His intent, he informed Taggart, was "to shame a 

lot of people into sticking by the country until it was all over. We 

did not ask anyone to join and only carried one announcement of the 

club. We soon had 97 members."36 

Some prominent Last Man Club members, indicative of 

McCarty's growing stature among West Texas Democrats, included 

Texas governor James V. Allred, Texas state senator Clint C. Small of 

Amarillo, and New Mexico governor Clyde Tingley. McCarty's 

Amarillo newspaper colleagues Wilbur Hawk and Gene Howe, West 

Texas State College president J. A. Hill, historians J. Evetts Haley and 

L. F. Sheffey, and artist Harold Bugbee of Clarendon were likewise 

issued wallet-size membership cards. The light hearted oath of the 

Last Man Club was printed on the card. It read: '"Barring acts of God 

or unforseen [sic] personal tragedy or family illness, I pledge myself 

to be the Last Man to leave this country, to always be loyal to it, and 

to do my best to cooperate with other members of the Last Man Club 

in the years ahead.'" Any card-carrying member, whether he be a 

farmer, rancher, mechanic, attorney, banker, or businessman, 

36john L. McCarty to M. W. Taggart, 19 June 1937, Drawer 4, Folder 295, 
McCarty Papers. 
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understood that his name was "to be placed on the roll of immortals 

in Old Loco's private scroll of heroic citizens."37 

In publicizing the club and its cause throughout Northwest 

Texas, eastern New Mexico, southwestern Kansas, western Oklahoma, 

and southeastern Colorado, McCarty kept its value in perspective. 

Writing in 1937, McCarty wrote that the club was "important only in 

that it exemplifies the spirit of the people of the country who faced, 

what at the time, seemed to be a very desperate situation, and 

thought enough of the country to pledge themselves to stay there to 

the end."38 Jn an invitation to an ex-member announcing a Last Man 

Club reunion in November, 1941, McCarty "recall(ed) that the 

purpose of organizing this club was to boost the morale of the people 

in the Panhandle country during the black days of the worst dust 

storms we ever had. I think it helped do just that thing. . . ."3 9 

McCarty used his Old Loco Column to recognize anyone—or 

anything--"that exemplifies the spirit of the people." In an editorial 

published on May 1, 1935 (just two weeks after Black Sunday), 

McCarty acknowledged a new club member, Dalhart merchant T. L. 

Jacques, for his gritty defiance of the black blizzards. As usual, 

McCarty challenged Panhandle citizens to live-up to the pioneers' 

standard. He wrote: 

37Last Man Club membership card. Drawer 4, Folder 295, McCarty 
Papers . 

38McCarty to Taggart. 

39invitation to Last Man Club banquet. Drawer 4, Folder 295, McCarty 
Papers. 
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T. L. Jacques . . . says he has seen it worse here. He said 
about 1907 the sand would get waist deep in the streets 
here in one night . . . . All I've got to say is that if Mr. 
Jacques will just keep that Last Man Pledge and hang on 
we'll show him some sandstorms that are sandstorms 
before many more seasons. Anyhow, I saw a cow leaning 
against a big telegraph pole yesterday nibbling away the 
short grass showing up through the sand, [sic] I'll bet Mr. 
Jacques never saw a cow so thin she had to lean up 
against a telephone pole to keep from blowing away and 
yet still have enough guts, hope, faith and courage to 
nibble around in the sand for short grass. If I could get 
her pedrigree [sic], number and name, I'd enroll that cow 
in my Last Man Club. She had the old Dalhart spirit.40 

For John McCarty, the Last Man Club became a vehicle which, 

through humor and confrontation, boosted High Plains morale. But to 

dismiss the club as a frivolous good ole boys fraternity would be to 

underestimate its significance for understanding both McCarty's 

career and the ethos of the Texas Panhandle. Vance Johnson 

maintained that the "united fight against the dust" was "first 

heralded by McCarty's Last Man's [sic] Club," when, in Johnson's 

words, "plainsmen abandoned individualism and resolved to fight 

back against the dust as a united people."41 

Panhandle citizens identified with McCarty's obstinance and 

genuinely appreciated, in the words of one writer, his efforts "to 

instill a sense of pride in the region on the part of his readers."42 To 

40Quoted in Dawson, High Plains Yesterdavs. 218. 

41 Johnson, Heaven's Tableland. 198. 

42Hurt, The Dust Bowl. 58-9. 

98 



a greater degree than most commentators, McCarty comprehended 

the psychological dimension of Panhandle culture, not to mention the 

impact of drought, dust, and wind on the local psyche. 

Riney-Kehrberg concludes that Dust Bowlers "needed to establish in 

their minds, if not for anyone else, . . . the fact that they were not 

criminally stupid or half-crazed to farm the Great Plains."43 More 

than most editors, McCarty grasped this quintessential point. 

McCarty likewise grasped the manner in which the region's 

history affected and shaped people's consciousness. He tapped the 

belief system which distinguished the Northwest Texas experience, 

prodding and chiding his fellow citizens to measure-up to what one 

of McCarty's colleagues referred to as "the imperishable values of the 

Panhandle. . . ."44 He urged area farmers to adopt new agricultural 

methods so that they might absorb the dust storms' fury and, in a 

manner of their forefathers, overcome the inevitable obstacles to 

Panhandle settlement. McCarty was once again the "yell leader," the 

stakes in 1935 much larger than those facing West Texas State 

College football teams of the early 1920s. In the mid-1930s, McCarty 

fashioned himself spirit leader of the Southern Plains, urging his 

fellow plainsmen "not to give up." 

And, despite the extensive national publicity given to 

exodusters and resettlement projects, few did. Frances McNeill 

43Riney-Kehrberg, Rooted in Dust. 135. 

44"Holt Member Old Loco's Last Man Club of Plains." newspaper clipping 
in Drawer 4, File 295, McCarty Papers. 
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Alsup, a University of Southern California graduate student 

examining the Texas Panhandle in the early 1940s, attested to the 

relatively low migration from the region during the Great Depression. 

Alsup wrote that widespread national migration, coupled with 

recurring remarks from President Franklin Roosevelt about the 

"underprivileged" one-third of the American population, "caused the 

nation at large to look upon [Panhandle] people as 'inferior', and the 

lands from which they came 'wanton waste.'" With remarkable 

foresight, Alsup noted that "this erroneous conception . . . may be a 

mistake that will long remain uncorrected in the American mind. . . . " 

In her work, she described how "the majority of inhabitants 

remained in the Panhandle to withstand courageously the impending 

dread and danger which the blowing away of top soil wrought." Most 

impressive, observed Alsup, was "the spirit of optimism" which 

"permeated the area; no situation became too despairing to be jested 

about in lighter moments."45 

Over thirty-five years after Alsup's study, historian R. Douglas 

Hurt likewise challenged the migration exaggerations. "Although The 

Grapes of Wrath epitomizes the hardships of those who fled the 

drought stricken Great Plains and Midwest," writes Hurt, "most Dust 

Bowl residents remained." Citing census data. Hurt emphasizes that 

the population of the twenty-three county area of the Texas 

Panhandle-Plains declined by only 15,000 people in the 1930s. The 

majority of Dust Bowl farmers owned their land "and had too much 

45Frances McNeill Alsup, "A History of the Panhandle of Texas" (MA 
thesis. University of Southern California, 1943), 221-23. 
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invested to leave, or they received sufficient government relief 

which enabled them to remain on the land."46 

Paul Bonnifield, urging students of the Dust Bowl to 

differentiate between the several national migrations of the 1930s, 

echoes Hurt's contention. Citing 1930 and 1940 census figures from 

the Oklahoma Panhandle, Bonnifield argues that the majority of Dust 

Bowl migrants "came from the deep poverty ridden, non-dust bowl 

areas of Oklahoma, Arkansas, Missouri, and Texas." Bonnifield 

concludes that the extensive news coverage given the Southern 

Plains during 1935 led government officials, seeking to validate the 

need for resettlement projects, to combine refugees from both the 

humid and semi-humid regions of the central and southwestern 

United States.47 Even Donald Worster, citing federal statistics of 

California-bound migrants, notes that the typical migrant family of 

the 1930s had left a Southern or Great Plains town or city. 

Interviews at Federal Emergency Relief offices, writes Worster, 

revealed that "[o]nly 12 per cent of the Oklahoma families 

interviewed blamed their migration on farm failure."4 8 

What impact did John McCarty have on Northwest Texans' 

opposition to emigration? Property investments, federal farm aid, 

farm credit programs, the adaptation of new conservation and 

4 6 R . Douglas Hurt, "Letters From The Dust Bowl," Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Review (1979): 1. 

47Paul Bonnifield, The Dust Bowl: Men. Dirt, and Depression 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1979), 188. 

48Worster, Dust Bowl. 50-1. 
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cultivation methods, and other factors help to explain the high 

survival rate of Texas Panhandle farms during the Dirty Thirties. 

There were, also, many prominent individuals defending the 

Panhandle cause, most notably Texas congressman and Amarillo 

citizen Marvin Jones, who, as chairman of the House Agricultural 

Committee, was instrumental in the formulation of New Deal 

conservation and credit plans affecting Panhandle farmers and 

ranchers. Yet McCarty, through his ceaseless massaging of the 

Panhandle ethos, unquestionably played a central role in boosting 

morale. In no mean way, his messages, sprinkled with a mixture of 

humor and anecdote, reassured the people they would endure. 

His motivation was never purely selfless. Envisioning himself 

the Panhandle's vanguard, McCarty sought and gained wide publicity 

through a flurry of editorial and political activities between 1935 

and 1937. He wanted his fellow citizens to see him as their folk hero, 

a populist agitator unselfishly devoted to their cause. His rising 

regional popularity moved McCarty away from the fringes and 

toward the center of Texas Democratic party politics, subsequently 

providing him the name-recognition and leverage in the late 1930s 

and 1940s to advance his water conservation agenda. In 1937, when 

a March of Time documentary film featured the Last Man Club and 

McCarty's soil conservation efforts, he gained a moment of national 

attention, but at a cost. Some people came to resent McCarty's 

reputation, and a review of the March of Time film, which suggests 

that McCarty was the sole voice of reason in Northwest Texas during 
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the dust storms and drought, makes the resentment seem 

understandable. 

But McCarty captured the Panhandle public's imagination, and 

he knew it. Confident in his journalistic talents and in his stance 

toward what he viewed as inaccurate characterizations of Southern 

Plains society, he forged ahead, producing such Dust Bowl classics as 

"A Tribute to Our Sandstorms" and "Grab A Root and Growl." McCarty 

published the former as a front-page story for the February 29, 

1935, issue of the Texan, one day after he and three Dalhartans, 

returning home after a meeting in Sunray, Texas, noticed a "beautiful 

purple cloud" appearing on the horizon. "We raced alongside this 

[dust] storm," McCarty remembered, "and all of us were amazed at 

the wonderful coloring made by the light piercing through the 

yellow, bronze and black dust." The four men arrived in Dalhart 

minutes before the storm struck, time enough for McCarty to grab his 

camera and "snap shots of the storm while the women and children 

. . . were out gabbing excitedly, some of them screaming that it was 

dangerous and others were fastening doors and windows." McCarty's 

photographs of the February 28 dust storm captured the attention of 

Fortune Magazine editor MacDonald Leash, who used them in a 

November 1935 issue.49 

The central message of McCarty's "Tribute" is the Panhandle's 

witnessing of dramatic acts of nature "and the powerful God that 

49From a "treatise" on "A Tribute to Our Sandstorms" in a letter from 
John L. McCarty to L. F. Sheffy. 11 February 1937, Manuscript and Interview 
File, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, Texas. 
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rules nature." The essay's opening line, "Hail to our sandstorms," is 

followed by the hyperbolic comparison of a Great Plains dust storm 

with the "beauty" and "glory" of the ancient civilizations, the 

"undying honor" of the Alamo, the "loveliness" of an English hillside. 

On February 28, the sun "shone on the sand . . . like the armors of 

knights of old," and whatever the magnificence of past names, scenes, 

and thoughts, they "fade into oblivion when compared with our awe-

inspiring storm. . . ."50 

Organized religion, according to his daughter, was not an 

essential component to McCarty's faith. Although out of respect for 

his wife he accompanied her to the churches of her choice (usually a 

local Church of Christ), McCarty most often expressed his spirituality 

in the out-of-doors, either during a hike through Palo Duro Canyon or 

on a duck hunt with close friends.51 Nevertheless, in reference to the 

erosion that would create the sandstorm described in "Tribute," 

McCarty, conjuring up the tone of a Southern fundamentalist 

evangelist, called upon Panhandle residents to "humbly and in shame 

admit our part in the rapacity our land has suffered at our 

hands. . . . " He urged his readers to take a vow to return the land to 

its previous state, "realiz(ing) that . . . the God capable of such . . . 

destructive demonstrations of nature can be just as calm and tender 

as the quiet before the storm or the bright day which follows."5 2 

50"A Tribute to Our Sandstorms," Manuscript and Interview File, 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum. 

51Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 
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A combination of histrionics and salvationism, "Tribute" struck 

a chord with Northwest Texans, evident by its wide publication in 

many Panhandle newspapers. (Less certain of its value were the 

editors of the Fort Worth Star-Telegram, who, puzzled that McCarty 

was "establish(ing) the sandstorm as a thing of beauty and joy for 

ever" [sic], wrote that the Dalhart editor "could undoubtedly convince 

the people . . . of the Gulf Coast region that the waters leaving their 

coasts are fresh instead of salt, whereupon they could be used for 

irrigation."53) 

In "Grab a Root and Growl," which in many ways capsulizes his 

theory of Panhandle history, McCarty hoped to elicit a singular base 

emotion: stubbornness. Explaining that the "old homely expression" 

meant to "take hold and hang on like a bulldog," McCarty advised his 

readers to avoid a "'greener pastures just over yonder'" mentality. A 

combination of bravery, fortitude, "Spartan courage," and "the 

knowledge that this [the Texas Panhandle] is a great country" had 

carried them far. Cattle operators like Coon and Culbertson, the 

world's largest breeder of registered Herefords, headquartered in 

Dalhart due to the country's fine qualities. "Surely," McCarty 

reasoned, "such a country producing the finest people and the finest 

cattle in the world, is worth fighting for awhile longer."5 4 

52"A Tribute to Our Sandstorms." 

53Newspaper clipping in the Letha Steele Papers, Southwest Collection, 
Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX. 

54"Grab a Root and Growl," newspaper clipping in Letha Steele Papers. 
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As he did in many editorials, McCarty in "Grab a Root" made no 

effort to downplay the Panhandle's ecological dilemma, again 

reminding readers that, despite four years of drought, man played a 

significant role in creating "the condition which promotes so much 

dust. . . ." But in conceding that "the dust is terrible, the wheat is 

gone, the prospect for a row crop is diminishing and all hell's broke 

loose," he reissued a challenge: "'Grab a root and growl'-hang on and 

lets [sic] see how this all comes out. "5 5 

In addition to confronting the anguish caused by wind, dirt, 

and drought, McCarty had further need to boost Panhandle morale. 

By the end of 1935, the Southern Plains had become a mecca for 

federally-sponsored photographers and documentary film crews, all 

vying to record the essence of Dust Bowl life and landscape. In the 

spring of 1936, Arthur Rothstein, Dorthea Lange, and other 

photographers from the Farm Security Administration, working out 

of the Resettlement Administration headquarters in Amarillo, began 

documenting farms and families of the Texas Panhandle.56 

Lange's photographs of abandoned farms and portraits such as 

her famous "Woman of the high plains" (a photograph of Nettie 

Featherson taken near Childress, Texas) attracted a Resettlement 

Administration film crew dedicated to capturing the causes and 

consequences of the Dust Bowl. The crew's finished product, a 

55ibid. 

56Robert L. Reid, Picturing Texas: The FSA-OWl Photographers in the 
Lone Star State. 19^5-1943 (Au.stin: Texas State Historical Association, 1994), 1 
24. 
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thirty-minute piece entitled "The Plow That Broke the Plains," was 

filmed largely in the Dalhart area. Touted by President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt as a "modern tool of government" and by Assistant 

Secretary of Agriculture Rexford Tugwell as "America's first 

documentary film," the sweeping survey of Southern Plains 

agriculture, released in 1936, served the government's purpose of 

promoting soil conservation methods.57 A local Dalhart farmer. Bam 

White, appeared in the film as the stereotypical Panhandle pioneer. 

"Settler," warns the film's narrator, "plow at your peril."58 The film 

revealed the destructive farming practices of the previous decades, 

but its exaggeration of the extent of Panhandle emigration in the 

1930s and its dreary conclusion of forty million acres "ruined by the 

plow" distorted tens of thousands of viewers' perceptions of the 

Texas Panhandle and its inhabitants. 

McCarty and newspapermen like T. E. Johnson of the Amarillo 

Globe reacted strongly to the producers of "The Plow" for suggesting 

that drought had nothing to do with the agricultural disaster. As 

McCarty did, Johnson lamented the film's release, which, in his 

words, made "Easterners call us boobs for living in the West and 

Westerners hang their heads in shame for letting Easterners run the 

country."59 

57Hurt, The Dust Bowl. 61-2. 

58Excerpt from "The Plow That Broke the Plains" in "Surviving the Dust 
Bowl," a WGBH-Boston Production in the PBS film series. The American 
Experience (1998). Hereafter cited as "Surviving the Dust Bowl." 

59Quoted in Hurt, The Dust Bowl. 62. 
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At the same time, McCarty attacked artist Alexander Hogue 

who, in such oil paintings as "Drouth Survivors" and "The Grim 

Reaper," portrayed the Texas Panhandle as a lifeless, dune-filled 

desert. When in June 1937 Ufs. published several Hogue works, the 

Texas House of Representatives, pressured by the West Texas 

Chamber of Commerce and other civic organizations, censured his 

paintings.60 

The same week Hogue's paintings appeared in Life, a March of 

Time motion picture short-film examining Dust Bowl conditions 

screened in theaters throughout the Panhandle. Entitled "U.S. Dust 

Bowl," the movie, made by camera crews who had criss-crossed the 

Panhandle shooting over 20,000 feet of film, was dramatic. The 

film's producers hoped, in their words, to "reflect conditions in [the] 

Dust Bowl."61 Featured prominently in the film was John L. McCarty, 

who, by June 1937, was completing his first year as editor of the 

Amarillo Daily News and associate publisher of the Amarillo 

Globe-News organization. A still photograph from the film, showing a 

defiant McCarty during a re-creation of a Last Man Club meeting, was 

printed on the front page of the Daily News under the caption "This 

Is Our Country."62 

60ibid., 63. Later, McCarty would carry-on a cordial correspondence 
with Hogue, who informed McCarty that he had "been making mental 
tabulations of your efforts at conservation for several years." Alexander 
Hogue to John L. McCarty, 30 June 1937, Claytor Papers. 

^1 Quoted from the text of a telegram to the Amarillo Junior Chamber of 
Commerce from the March of Time company, in Alsup, "History of the 
Panhandle," 240. 
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As was the case with "The Plow That Broke the Plains," the new 

film met some anger. The Amarillo Junior Chamber of Commerce 

wired a protest to March of Time headquarters, contending that the 

production misrepresented conditions in Northwest Texas, and that, 

in distributing the film nationwide, it damaged the image of Amarillo 

and the High Plains.63 in a front-page editorial for the June 12, 

1937, issue of the Dalhart Texan McCarty's successor as publisher of 

the newspaper, Ed Bishop, opined that "all the drawbacks of this 

country are paraded before the eyes of the great American public." 

Bishop suggested that in portraying the Dalhart area as an 

uninhabitable desert, producers of the film were obsessed with 

profits and not with "any wish to rehabilitate the Dust Bowl."64 in 

another piece. Bishop pleaded with the Eastern media establishment. 

"We gave you an opportunity to tell the true story and you answered 

with lies," he wrote. "All we ask is to be let alone."65 

How did John L. McCarty, who in dozens of editorials and public 

appearances had also urged federal agencies and the media to 

temper their depictions of Panhandle lives and lands, find himself in 

such a controversial film? In a reply to Ed Bishop, McCarty 

emphasized that initially, though March of Time had in 1936 

attempted to secure his cooperation, he "discouraged" them from 

62Newspaper clipping. Drawer 4, File 295, McCarty Papers. 

63Alsup, "History of the Panhandle," 221-22. 

64Dalhart Texan, 12 June 1937. 

65Quoted in Hurt, T̂ ^̂  l̂ "'̂ ^ B"wl. 64. 
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making "U.S. Dust Bowl." But upon learning that they were going to 

"make the picture whether we cooperated or not," he decided to 

work on the documentary to guarantee an accurate representation of 

the Panhandle condition, as well as to advertise the need for 

continued federal aid. "I agreed to cooperate with the March of Time 

on their picture," McCarty explained to Bishop, "only if the men 

making the picture would show the constructive angle and something 

of the spirit of the country." McCarty insisted that his position was 

shared by other Dalhart citizens who appeared in the film. In 

referring to a scene in which he and some Dalhart residents 

simulated a Last Man Club meeting, with the purpose of showing "the 

spirit of [the] people," McCarty wrote that he "had the definite 

conviction that it was necessary to get our story over to the powers 

that be if we were to continue to get help from the government 

which has made it possible for most of the farmers and business men 

[sic] of our country to remain in it."66 

In examining "U.S. Dust Bowl," it is obvious that March of Time 

producers counted-on McCarty to capture the "spirit" of the 

Panhandle people. The first few scenes of the film, supplemented by 

the narrator's somber tone, are designed to create a mood of total 

destitution. As grain prices rise, erosion destroys the Great Plains, 

especially the hardest hit area of all, the American Southwest. There, 

on a daily basis, a "tragic migration" of people takes place. Scenes of 

sand dunes, rusted and sand-covered farm implements, a lone horse 

66Draft of letter from John L. McCarty to Ed Bishop, n.d., Claytor Papers. 
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searching for grass, and a fully-loaded wagon carrying a "California 

or Bust" sign accentuate a gloomy image of "the new American 

desert."67 

But not all is lost, suggests the narrator, for "in Dalhart, Texas, 

fighting the wholesale evacuation of towns, the Dust Bowl's now 

famed publisher, John L. McCarty, organizes a Last Man's Club." In a 

recreation of a club meeting, McCarty, playing himself, urges his 

audience not to join the thousands of migrants leaving those states 

north of Texas. Labeling non-resident land as "vicious land," he 

challenges Dalhart residents to "stay here until hell freezes over." 

Determined to establish McCarty as the Dust Bowl's hero, the film 

makers portray him as erosion expert, prophet, bold publisher, and 

ultimate savior of the Plains. McCarty's erosion predictions, the film 

notes, began in 1933, when the editor warned of severe losses of top 

soil in that year. In a scene filmed in the office of the Dalhart Texan. 

McCarty, leaning back in his chair, his trademark short-brimmed 

Stetson pushed-back on his head, orders reporter Albert Law 

(playing himself) to start publicizing the problems that will result 

from short-sighted agricultural practices. "[W]rite a story that'll 

make the front-page of every paper in the country," McCarty tells 

Law. "Make 'em hear it in Washington!"68 

67March of Time Films, "U.S. Dust Bowl" (1937). Original film located in 
the National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

68ibid. 
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The remainder of "U.S. Dust Bowl" depicts McCarty in his 

"single-handed . . . campaign" to raise the federal government's 

awareness of the erosion problem and notes the stubborn opposition 

of some local farmers to that campaign. In one scene, a group of 

agitated farmers and businessmen confront McCarty in his office, 

criticizing him for his prophecies about a Panhandle desert and 

threatening to cease support of his paper. When "McCarty's 

prediction becomes fact," declares the narrator, the Panhandle's 

"crusading publisher" must lure emergency federal aid for land 

reclamation. Department of Agriculture scientists. Soil Conservation 

Service experts, and reservoir construction crews are paraded across 

the screen. Farmers practice contour plowing and terracing, laborers 

plant windbreaks and new vegetation, and sod is transplanted to 

barren lands. With the Agriculture department's Hugh H. Bennett, 

"the father of soil conservation," warning against over-plowing and 

-planting, the film concludes with a dust storm boiling over the 

Plains as "Time Marches On!" 

The role of John L. McCarty in "U.S. Dust Bowl" raises several 

questions. Was the Dalhart newspaperman given too much credit for 

"saving the Plains"? Considering the contributions to Panhandle 

agriculture made by H. H. Finnell, Hugh Bennett, and other soil 

conservation proponents, the answer is a clear "yes." McCarty, 

however, did not write, photograph, or edit the film. Thus, 

exclusively blaming him for his starring role would be unwarranted. 

Nonetheless, as the primary contact person for the March of Time 

producers, McCarty could and probably did shape the Easterners' 
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perceptions of Panhandle events of the 1930s. He was beginning to 

appreciate his notoriety and, as he would demonstrate several times 

in his career, was given to self-promotion. McCarty had credited 

Finnell and other scientists with developing the means to halt 

devastating top-soil depletion. He recognized their expertise and 

lauded their efforts for the people of Dalhart and the surrounding 

area. But for publisher-editor McCarty, the Texan was the Panhandle 

trumpet, the ultimate weapon for converting stubborn High Plains 

farmers to the practice of new agricultural methods. He believed 

that without his paper and his undying moral support, survival of 

Panhandle agricultural communities was in doubt. Thus, if particular 

events appear overdramatized and McCarty's role in those events 

exaggerated, the film does capture the essence of the part played by 

a small-town "yell leader" determined to test the mettle of his fellow 

citizens. 

Did the film characterize accurately the scale of McCarty's 

boosterism? The answer must be "absolutely." John L. McCarty was 

the loudest, brashest, busiest, and best morale booster in the 

Panhandle-South Plains during the 1930s. He was "famed" 

throughout Northwest Texas, Eastern New Mexico, Southwest 

Colorado, and the western areas of Oklahoma and Kansas for his 

witty columns, homespun humor, and unbounded energy. "No one 

understood the tenacity of Plains farmers better than John McCarty," 

concludes a recent PBS documentary, "Surviving the Dust Bowl." 

Interviewed for that film was Judge Wilson Cowen of Dalhart, an 

original member of the Last Man Club. "John McCarty was a great 
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booster," recalls Cowen. "He was always saying that one of these 

days the rains would come again, and the land will bloom like a rose. 

And he was good at getting that message across." Cowen 

acknowledged the importance of the Last Man Club, just "one of John 

McCarty's efforts to build-up courage in the minds of the people."69 

In the final analysis, whereas "The Plow That Broke the Plains" 

presents a decidedly pessimistic vision of Panhandle farms and 

farmers, "U. S. Dust Bowl" highlights the resiliency of Southern Plains 

agricultural society. In a review of the March of Time film, the 

Amarillo Daily News emphasized that it "[left] the impression that the 

natives of the area are as cognizant of the evil, and as eager to aid in 

rehabilitation as the government experts." Although it admitted that 

local chambers of commerce might be offended by additional scenes 

of dust storms projected on movie screens throughout America, the 

Daily News stated that at least the film "holds its sail fairly close to 

the truth of the deep dust bowl."7 0 

What John L. McCarty personifies in the film (and why as a 

documentary it avoids becoming presumptuous and defeatist) is the 

spirit of the Dust Bowl survivors. During the 1930s, Panhandle 

inhabitants experienced an inconceivable degree of physical and 

psychological strain. And while federal assistance and bureaucratic 

expertise helped redefine and reshape the relationship between 

Plains farmers and their lands, in the end, sheer will and 

69"Surviving the Dust Bowl." 

70Amarillo Dailv News. 10 June 1937. 
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determination kept the large majority of them from emigrating. John 

Steinbeck's Joad family from The Grapes of Wrath may capture the 

imagination of the public and shape their perceptions of Dust Bowl 

history, but the Joads did not personify the Panhandle experience. 

"In retrospect," argues R. Douglas Hurt, a leading authority on 

the Dust Bowl phenomenon, "physical and psychological stamina, 

humor, and regional pride enabled Dust Bowlers to endure, adapt, 

and survive in the harsh environment of the southern Great 

Plains."71 Paul Bonnifield, another expert on the Southern Plains of 

the 1930s, writes that "[t]he story of the dust bowl was the story of 

people-folks who had the courage and fortitude to endure the stress 

and strain of the dirty thirties, and to emerge scarred but 

victorious."72 

John L. McCarty understood the Dust Bowlers' characteristics 

and how to manifest them. Few of his contemporaries, then or now, 

would underestimate McCarty's invaluable contributions in 

emboldening Panhandle communities to tough it out, to fight the 

wind and dirt a little longer or, in the end, to grab a root and growl. 

71 Hurt, The Dust Bowl. 65. 

72Bonnifield, The Dust Bowl. 185. 
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CHAPTER V 

AMARILLO, THE NEW DEAL, AND WWII 

In his home during the early morning hours of February 12, 

1936, fifty-five-year-old Wilbur C. Hawk, general manager of the 

News-Globe company, succumbed to a stroke. The death of the 

Atchison, Kansas, native, who in addition to his News-Globe holdings 

owned newspaper interests in Dalhart and other West Texas 

communities, occasioned an outpouring of grief for Hawk, a man 

some called "the Panhandle's biggest booster." 

John McCarty, recovering in Marlin, Texas, from a severe case 

of strep throat and unable to attend Hawk's funeral, wired a message 

of sympathy to the News-Globe offices. Texas mourned the loss of 

one of its "biggest men," he noted, and Dalhart "loses a friend and a 

man who admired our city and our people." For McCarty, Hawk's 

death was a great personal loss. "The Texan editor loses one of his 

best friends, partners and a man who has wield a tremendous 

influence in his life and career since we became associated together 

in 1924."1 In a letter to McCarty written shortly after the funeral, Ed 

Bishop remarked on Hawk's vitality and McCarty's friendship with 

the Amarillo newspaperman. "I know your close relationship with 

him will always be a fond memory," Bishop wrote, "and all of us are 

better for having known him. "2 

1 Telegram from John L. McCarty to Amarillo Globe-News office, 
reprinted in Amarillo Daily News. 13 February 1936. 

2Ed Bishop to John L. McCarty, 18 February 1936, Drawer 3, Folder 133, 
John L. McCarty Papers, Amarillo Public Library, Amarillo, Texas. 
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McCarty got little time to recuperate from either his friend's 

passing or from strep throat. It took him a month to recover from 

the debilitating illness, an ailment exacerbated by the exhaustive 

pace he had kept during the previous year. On March 5, publisher 

Gene Howe selected McCarty for the dual positions of Daily News 

editor and associate publisher of Globe-News press. Howe resigned 

from editing to assume presidency of the Globe-News company. He 

assigned T. E. Johnson to editorship of the afternoon paper, the 

Amarillo Globe-News, and Morris Ewing to Globe-News general 

manager, the position held previously by Wilbur Hawk. At the 

offices of the Dalhart Texan. Albert Law assumed editorship duties 

and Ed Bishop the position of publisher.3 

For Howe, McCarty was the obvious replacement to fill the 

operational position vacated by Wilbur Hawk's death. He had served 

as a sports and features writer for the Daily News from 1925 to 

1929, at which time, with Howe and Hawk's financial support, he 

assumed publisher-editor duties at the Texan. McCarty experienced 

phenomenal success in Dalhart. In the midst of the Great Depression, 

he expanded the Texan from a weekly to a semi-weekly to a daily 

publication, making a once-struggling local paper into a profitable 

organ reaching readers in four states. The Texan won awards for 

journalistic excellence at the state and national levels, and McCarty's 

conservationism and championship of Dust Bowlers were recognized 

beyond the boundaries of the Southern Plains. In that it resulted in 

3Amarillo Dailv News. 6 March 1936. 
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the development of a first-rate newspaper, McCarty's tenure in 

Dalhart revealed his readiness for leading an established daily 

serving a city of 45,000 citizens. 

But in assessing his new partner. Gene Howe detected more 

than business acumen. Irish John was Howe's type, a man whose 

values, interests, energy, and regional pride matched his own. 

McCarty was a community booster, a newspaperman whose Dalhart 

paper expressed the will and aspirations of its primarily rural 

readers. Despite Amarillo's growing population, Howe wanted the 

Daily News to maintain a personal touch. As Amarillo historian David 

L. Nail explains, Howe's folksy and humorous style, evident in his 

editorial column "The Tactless Texan," endeared the Kansas native to 

Panhandle farmers and ranchers. For the man known as "Old Tack," 

Nail writes, "a newspaper was more than a chronicle of news; to 

Howe, a newspaper was an instrument of friendship." An editor who 

"abhored dullness," Howe published regular (and often inaccurate) 

weather predictions, prided himself on finding lost dogs, and 

advertised dust storms as an effective source of Vitamin K. Like 

McCarty, he was an avid outdoorsman and a wildlife conservationist 

dedicated to expanding Panhandle wetlands. As it had for McCarty, 

Howe's defiance toward Dust Bowler relocation raised the publisher's 

stature among Northwest Texans. Nail describes Howe as "a popular 

and in many respects a powerful man as the decade of the 

depression unfolded."4 At decade's end, the same could be said of 

John L. McCarty. 
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Of no small significance in Gene Howe's selection of McCarty 

was the Dalhart editor's growing political influence. In the early 

1930s, before Hawk's death. West Texas had arrived as a minor force 

in state politics, and Howe, unashamed of his reputation as a 

Panhandle political maneuverer, expected McCarty to exercise a 

degree of influence similar to that of Hawk's. Amazingly, considering 

the unchallenged position of the Democratic Party in Texas politics 

during the 1930s, both Howe and Hawk remained lifelong 

Republicans, though, of the two. Hawk had retained stronger ties to 

party machinery, serving as a member of the Texas delegation to the 

Republican National Convention in 1928.5 Howe exhibited a less 

strident Republican position, for he was determined, noted one of his 

contemporaries, to ally himself "with the establishment."6 In a 

behind-the-scenes fashion, he aligned his newspapers with such 

Democratic politicians as U.S. Representative Marvin Jones and U.S. 

Senator Tom Connally; he supported presidential candidates Al Smith 

in 1928 and Franklin D. Roosevelt in 1932. 

Unlike Gene Howe, John McCarty did not need to cross party 

lines to exercise political leverage. Several years before his death, 

McCarty explained his inflexible loyalties to the Democratic Party. 

Emphasizing that he was "the son of Southern people" (and hence 

"didn't know there was another party"), McCarty recalled his father's 

4David L. Nail, One Short Sleep Past: A Profile of Amarillo in the Thirties 
(Canyon, TX: Staked Plains Press, 1973), 23-5. 

5Amarillo Dailv News. 13 February 1936. 

^Quoted in Nail, One Short Sleep Past. 27. 
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blind support of James E. "Pa" and Miriam A. "Ma" Ferguson. "[A]nd 

he was a Farmers' Union man," he added. Referring to his political 

activities in the thirties, McCarty noted that he "was very definitely a 

Democrat. "7 

McCarty's party ties, developed in the Panhandle during the 

lean years of the early 1930s, had by 1935 elevated him to the 

presidency of the Texas Young Democrats Club (TYDC), a group for 

party faithful under the age of forty. An active member of the 

Dallam County Democrats after moving to Dalhart in 1929, McCarty 

served as a delegate to the 1932 state Democratic convention in 

Lubbock. Disturbed over the floor tactics practiced by delegates 

supporting gubernatorial candidate Miriam "Ma" Ferguson--"the 

Ferguson forces literally threw out every one [sic] but their friends," 

McCarty remembered—he determined to organize West Texas 

Democrats into a formidable bloc. When in 1933 TYDC president 

MacDonald Leech of Galveston, at the behest of national Democratic 

Party chairman James A. Farley, organized a West Texas sub-division 

of the club, McCarty and several other Dalhart Democrats answered 

the call. After a successful convention of the West Texas Democrats 

in February, 1934, the West Texas delegation, of which McCarty 

served as vice-president, travelled to the state TYDC convention in 

Dallas.8 

7john L. McCarty, interview by Donald Green, 26 July 1968, tape 
recording, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, TX. 
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Writing in 1937, McCarty recalled a convention energized by 

West Texans and "so well organized that we very soon controlled the 

convention, dictating every move that we made. . . . The West Texas 

delegation drew criticism from organizations across the state because 

we were . . . apparently fairly well skilled in parliamentary 

procedure." Events at the 1934 convention verify McCarty's 

statement: though MacDonald Leech remained TYDC president, the 

convention elected McCarty vice-president, and it selected another 

West Texan, O. C. "Red" Christie of Quanah, as secretary. As evidence 

of the West Texans' rising stature, delegates chose Amarillo as the 

site of the 1935 state convention.9 

In early 1935, after Leech died from tuberculosis, McCarty 

succeeded to the TYDC presidency. He survived a scare at the 

meeting of the state executive committee when a faction supported 

by Fort Worth newspaperman Amon Carter attempted to supplant 

McCarty with Elliott Roosevelt of Fort Worth, son of President 

Franklin Roosevelt. The committee promptly defeated the move, and 

Roosevelt accepted the position of first vice-president (though efforts 

by Dallas and Fort Worth businessmen to advance the chief 

executive's son plagued McCarty during his eighteen-month tenure 

as leader of the Young Democrats). With the help of his friend and 

colleague Wilbur Hawk, President McCarty organized the Amarillo 

8john L. McCarty, "My Experiences With the Young Democratic Clubs of 
Texas, 1934-1936," in Young Democratic Clubs, a bound volume in the McCarty 
Papers. Hereafter cited as YDC Scrapbook. 

9lbid. 
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convention, which, in addition to delegations of Young Democrats, 

included governors James V. Allred of Texas and Clyde Tingley of 

New Mexico; FDR's sons, James and Elliott Roosevelt; fifty Democratic 

Party leaders from Oklahoma; and delegations representing the 

Kansas and New Mexico Young Democrats.lo 

Along with Governor Allred's "planned recovery" agenda and 

the Texas legislature's lively debate over an old-age pension 

program, the Texas Young Democrats Convention and Regional 

Conference, held in Amarillo from June 7-9, was a highlight of Texas 

political news for the year 1935. An issue of great significance at the 

national level dominated the convention: the constitutionality and 

validity of the National Recovery Administration (NRA). Less than 

two weeks before the Amarillo convention, on May 27, 1935--"Black 

Monday" among New Dealers—the United States Supreme Court 

struck-down the NRA program. In the Schechter case, the Court held 

that the Roosevelt administration's code-making authority was an 

"unconstitutional delegation of power." The Court's decision 

invalidated both the NRA code system and the collective-bargaining 

provision of the National Industrial Recovery Act, essentially calling 

into question the constitutionality of many New Deal measures.n 

Texas newspaper editors boosted the significance of the 

convention, emphasizing that President Roosevelt's sons were 

l O l b i d . 

llFrank Freidel, Franklin Roosevelt: A Rendevous With Destiny (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Company, 1990), 160-61. 
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attending to defend the constitutionality of New Deal programs. In 

an interview, Elliott Roosevelt referred to the "national importance" 

of the convention, and one reporter noted that it was "the first major 

meeting of intrinsically political nature since the supreme court 

invalidated NRA." Some observors predicted that White House 

officials would use the convention "as the springboard for a drive to 

give the principals of NRA constitutional backing."i2 

John McCarty warned against the use of such tactics. On the 

first day of the event, he set the tone for the convention's upcoming 

NRA debate and predicted that any attempts to generate support for 

the NRA's constitutionality would "[take] the roof . . . off convention 

hall." 13 

McCarty publicized the convention's acceptance of the Supreme 

Court's decision in the Schechter case. It was important to do so, for 

in the minds of most of the delegates assembled in Amarillo, the 

Court's decision defended the principle of states' rights, a veritable 

axiom among rank and file members of the Texas Democratic party. 

McCarty remembered a particularly "dramatic" floor exchange 

between Governor Allred and Elliott Roosevelt over the future of the 

NRA as a "state's [sic] rights issue." 14 By the second day of the 

convention, delegates had split into two factions, with the states' 

12Commentary on the significance of the convention, including 
interviews with McCarty, can be found in various newspaper clippings in the 
YDC Scrapbook, McCarty Papers. 

13lbid. 

14McCarty, "My Experiences," in YDC Scrapbook. 
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rights faction praising the Court for its invalidation of the NRA, and 

the other faction, represented heavily by Young Democrats from the 

University of Texas, favoring constitutional amendments to salvage 

the New Deal program. After two days of intense debate, marked by 

the colorful parliamentary maneuverings of the university "radicals," 

the convention, by a 127 to 74 vote, approved a resolution opposing 

any constitutional changes designed to revive the NRA. As a 

compromise, reported the Amarillo Daily News, the states' rights 

group "endorsed [the] principles of the NRA by urging the Texas 

legislature to pass a code of ethics setting minimum hours and wages 

for workers and allowing collective bargaining," a concession that 

James Roosevelt, national secretary of the Young Democrats, found 

"highly satisfactory." The News added that many convention 

delegates and visitors praised John McCarty and the Texas Young 

Democrats' staff for an organized and well-directed convention.15 

"It was a grand convention," McCarty remarked to a reporter 

on the convention's last day, "much more dramatic and spectacular 

than anyone could have possibly imagined and so thoroughly 

Democratic . . . that it will never be forgotten."16 Panhandle editors 

lauded McCarty and his staff, the editor of the Borger Herald noting 

how they "disposed nicely of the NRA issue. The men who 

engineered the compromise were good politicians. . . . By taking the 

positions they did, the Young Democrats helped their cause in the 

15Amarillo Daily News. 10 June 1935. 

l^Ibid. 
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minds of sound-thinking Texans." 17 In a letter. Governor Allred 

thanked McCarty for his "cooperation and assistance" and 

congratulated him for the manner in which he "handled the 

convention."18 

The events of the Amarillo convention impacted Young 

Democrat groups throughout the Southwest, nowhere more than in 

Dallas. There, attorney and TYDC executive committee member 

Phillip R. "Phil" Overton, resentful of what he perceived as Elliott 

Roosevelt's interference with the functions of the TYDC, sought to 

remove the president's son from his office. Overton, a staunch 

opponent of constitutional amendments aimed at revalidating the 

NRA, blasted Elliott Roosevelt for his "unwarranted attack on 

Governor James V. Allred at the Amarillo convention." In histrionic 

fashion, Overton asserted that Texas should be "ruled by Texans and 

not by New Yorkers" and emphasized his clique's commitment to 

"states' rights, and if that means being against the New Deal, we're 

against it." 19 

McCarty's leadership of the Amarillo convention, on the other 

hand, gained him some national recognition. He received an 

invitation to the Kansas Young Democrats Convention in Topeka. 

There, along with Rush Holt, United States senator from West 

Virginia, he addressed over 300 delegates and dignitaries. And in 

17Newspaper clipping from the Borger Herald, n.d., YDC Scrapbook. 

18james V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 9 June 1935, in YDC Scrapbook. 

19Amarillo Dailv News. 20 June 1935. 
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late February, 1936, less than one week before McCarty took the 

helm as editor of the Amarillo Daily News. U.S. House majority 

leader Sam Rayburn and Myron G. Blalock, chairman of the Texas 

Democratic National Campaign Committee, informed the TYDC 

president of his appointment to the State Advisory Committee for the 

1936 election season.20 Other West Texas delegates to the Amarillo 

convention benefitted greatly from their experiences, including at 

least four elected to the Texas legislature in 1936.21 

By the spring of 1936, John McCarty's reputation as a 

Democratic leader was secure, providing the thirty-four-year-old 

editor of the Daily News with some degree of influence over 

Panhandle opinion on state and national issues. Globe-News 

journalist Thomas "Tommy" Thompson, who in the late 1950s would 

report on McCarty's association in a highly-publicized insurance 

fraud scandal, described the new editor's physical characteristics in 

the mid-thirties. McCarty, he wrote, 

had enough energy and drive for two men. . . . John 
had been something of an athlete in his younger days. 
He was a mule of a man. He had a strong dark 
countenance and softly glowing brown eyes. Sometimes 
late in the day, the right eye had a slight downward cast. 

What struck Thompson and many others who knew McCarty was his 

unwavering optimism. He always wore a "half-grin," Thompson 

20sam Rayburn and Myron G. Blalock to John L. McCarty, 29 February 
1936, in YDC Scrapbook. 

2lMcCarty, "My Experiences," YDC Scrapbook. 
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wrote, and "looked about the same when he was ailing as he did 

when he was well."22 

Under McCarty, Daily News editorials expressed his position on 

New Deal agricultural and social welfare programs. Reflective of the 

average Texas citizen, McCarty defended direct- and work-relief 

programs that met the immediate needs of the unemployed. He 

praised farmers practicing soil conservation and urged all farmers to 

adopt the latest agricultural methods. McCarty attacked New Deal 

resettlement schemes that targeted the Southern Plains. And 

President Roosevelt's aggressive defense of any federal program was 

acceptable—but only those programs that could exist without a 

restructuring of the United States Supreme Court. 

Few issues of the 1930s proved more controversial among 

Amarilloans than Roosevelt's "court-packing" scheme. Globe-News 

writer Wes Izzard recalled that the proposal in 1937 to expand the 

Supreme Court and set age-limits for its members-all in an effort to 

prevent the Court's obstruction of the Second New Deal-marked a 

critical point in West Texans' opinions of the Roosevelt 

administration. Before Roosevelt's proposal, people of the Panhandle 

had, in Izzard's words, been "heavily in favor of what he was doing." 

The court-packing debate changed all that. "Even [Vice-President] 

Jack Garner quit him on that," noted Izzard.23 As Dalhart Texan 

22Thomas Thompson, North of Pain Duro: Turnstile Speaks Again 
(Canyon, TX: Staked Plains Press, n.d.), 278. 

23wes Izzard, intervew by David L. Nail, 25 June 1971, tape recording. 
Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University, Lubbock Texas. 
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editor Albert Law noted, the court plan shook citizens' faith in New 

Deal policies. According to Law, fears that Roosevelt had "created a 

federal bureaucracy that was self-perpetuating and that contained 

tremendous political power" were now, in the minds of West Texans, 

well-justified.24 

Though the president's personal popularity remained high. 

West Texans, like their counterparts in other areas of the state, never 

accepted fully the direction and speed of New Deal legislation. At the 

beginning of Roosevelt's second term, note historians B. Byron Price 

and Frederick Rathjen, many Panhandle residents "complained of the 

waste, inefficiency, and regimentation inherent in a federally 

regulated economy."25 As historian Jordan A. Schwarz writes, the 

majority of Texans, although "they adored Franklin Roosevelt's public 

investment agenda," just as adamantly "held their noses when it 

came to the social welfare and labor aspects of the New Deal. . . . " 

Texans in the late 1930s relished their political clout, indicated by 

John Nance Garner's vice-presidency and the twelve House and 

Senate committee chairs filled by politicians from the Lone Star state. 

Due to this federal power-base, as well as the state's importance to 

Roosevelt as a bastion of Democratic voters, Texas, in Schwarz's 

words, "gained enormously from Roosevelt's first-term. . . . " But the 

24Aibert Law, interview by David L. Nail, 23 June 1971, tape recording. 
Southwest Collection. 

2 5 B . Byron Price and Frederick W. Rathjen, The Golden Spread: An 
Illustrated Historv of Amarillo and \he Texas Panhandle (Northridge, CA: 
Windsor Publications, 1986), 103. 
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policy goals of the Second New Deal "drove a wedge between Texans," 

for "when Roosevelt began to court labor unions, ignore or refuse to 

condemn industrial sit-ins, propose a 'court-packing' reform of the 

Supreme Court and liberalize the Democratic Party," many prominent 

Texas politicians and their constituents "wanted to take back their 

party from the Roosevelt-worshipers."2 6 

John McCarty, counting himself among the Texas Democrats 

skeptical of Roosevelt's second-term agenda, struck hard at the 

court-packing proposal. In a February 6, 1937, front-page editorial, 

McCarty compared Roosevelt's plan to "the establishment of a 

dictatorship." Roosevelt may not have intended such a development, 

"but if the amendment is passed as he recommends he will equal 

Hitler and Stalin and Mussolini in power."27 In March, McCarty 

reprinted a particularly scathing Dallas News column charging the 

president with an unjust cause. Referring to a recent Roosevelt 

"fireside chat" outlining his court proposal, the writer criticized the 

president for "exhibit(ing) a degree of disingenuousness not 

altogether laudable."28 McCarty and the Daily News staff maintained 

their stiff opposition to court-packing throughout the summer of 

1937, during which time the Congress, following a plan devised by 

26jordan A. Schwarz, The New Dealers: Power Politics in the Age of 
Roosevelt (New York: Knopf, 1993), 250. 

27Amarillo Daily News. 6 February 1937. 

28lbid., 13 March 1937. 
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Vice-President Garner, introduced court reforms minus Roosevelt's 

proposal for new judges. 

The Daily News took a less strident stance toward striking labor 

unions. Of great interest in 1937 was a campaign by John L. Lewis 

and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) to unionize oil 

workers along the Gulf Coast of Texas. In the mid-1930s, the Texas 

Panhandle boasted a sizable population of oil and refinery workers, 

many of whom had migrated to the Amarillo area from the Gulf Coast 

during and after the Panhandle oil and gas boom of the 1920s. A 

discovery by S. D. "Tex" Mcllroy on his Smith No. 1 well in 

Hutchinson County in 1926 precipitated the oil boom, and a 

population explosion in the Texas Panhandle followed. Between 

1920 and 1930, the Panhandle population rose from 115,000 to 

240,000 people; during that same period, Amarillo's population rose 

from 15,594 to 43,132 people. Some 114 oil companies formed in 

Amarillo, and the city became the headquarters for Shamrock Oil and 

Gas, Phillips Petroleum, and Magnolia Petroleum. These and other 

major firms, including the Texas Company (Texaco), actually 

prospered during the economic catastrophe of the 1930s. By 

decade's end, the Panhandle Field was producing an average of 

twenty billion cubic feet of gas and more than 80,000 barrels of oil 

per day.2 9 

Considering the significance of the oil and gas industry for the 

Panhandle economy, McCarty approached the union question in an 

29price and Rathjen, The Golden Spread. 90, 101. 
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adroit, non-comittal manner. Warning his readers of the possibility 

of a ClO-directed sit-down strike by Texas oil workers, McCarty 

explained Governor Allred's and the state legislature's opposition to 

the CIO tactics. "This attitude reflects the fact that public opinion in 

this state is definitely against the sit-down method," he wrote. The 

public's anti-John L. Lewis sentiments, when coupled with the state's 

official position toward strikes, "would result in serious 

consequences" for striking workers.3 0 

McCarty, navigating the middle-ground between the body of 

public opinion and the hundreds of Panhandle oil field and refinery 

laborers, asked his readers to view the strike threat as "a serious 

blow to farmer-labor relations," an unexpected impediment to two 

groups "on the brink of a powerful political alliance before the Lewis 

movement got under way." The editor, seeking to differentiate 

between oil workers' grievances and Lewis's tactics, assured 

Panhandle citizens that "[o]nly the failure of Lewis in Texas can 

assure peace between labor and agriculture. . . . If sit-down strikes 

come the farmers will oppose labor friends and labor will oppose 

friends of the farmer."31 In demonizing John L. Lewis while 

approving an agriculture-labor political pact, McCarty sought to 

reduce the public's stereotyping of Panhandle oil workers, at the 

same time educating those workers to the potential political damage 

posed by Lewis's interference. 

30Amarillo Dailv News. 8 April 1937. 

31lbid. 
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In contrast to his cautious approach to sit-down strikes, 

McCarty showed no lack of conviction in firing a lengthy, passionate 

editorial response to a national magazine's depiction of rural 

conditions on the Great Plains. An article in the September 18, 1937, 

issue of Collier's, entitled "Land Where Our Children Die," portrayed a 

High Plains countryside inhabited by illiterate farmers lacking any 

competency for agricultural survival. Albert Law of the Dalhart 

Texan remembered that the article's author, Walter Davenport, took 

"no time to do any real research, or didn't even acquaint himself with 

conditions. . . . We resented [the article]."32 

In the style that had established him as a Southern Plains folk 

hero, McCarty, under the heading "Thou Shalt Not Bear False 

Witness," published a three-page rebuttal to Davenport's story. 

Declaring the Collier's article "one of the most brazen libels ever 

printed against a country," McCarty demanded "fair news treatment 

of this region, using all of the facts," which, if done, would reveal an 

"actual and potential value of this region" guaranteed to "stagger 

even the most optimistic."33 

McCarty reprinted every paragraph from the Collier's story, 

following each with a bold-lettered paragraph challenging Davenport 

point-for-point. Responding to Davenport's claim that High Plains 

druggists "used to run out of sedatives after a dust storm," McCarty 

announced that he would "pay for the name of any druggist who can 

32Law to Nail interview, 23 June 1971, Southwest Collection. 

33Amarillo Daily News. 13 September 1937. 

132 



prove that his store 'ran out of sedatives'" following a duster. In 

countering Davenport's charge that the federal government had 

wasted $3,000,000 to "encourage hapless farmers to go on farming 

hardpan farms which wouldn't and don't support lizards," McCarty 

noted that the Soil Conservation Service described cooperation by 

High Plains farmers as "excellent." To the charge that farmers were 

"[f]arming the government" for subsidies and emergency funding, 

McCarty called for "[p]roof that a majority of people had that 

attitude. . . ."34 

The high-point of McCarty's rebuttal was his exposure of errors 

in the description of an Amarillo dust storm allegedly witnessed by 

Davenport. Citing United States Weather Bureau statistics, entries 

from a hotel register, and conversations with Amarillo police officers 

and telephone operators, McCarty revealed that Davenport's 

depiction of the dust storm's aftermath was an elaborate 

fabrication.35 More than anything in the rebuttal, McCarty's cross-

examination of Davenport's "facts" excited the Panhandle public. 

McCarty's paragraph-by-paragraph challenge was, like many of 

his Dalhart Texan Dust Bowl columns, heartily endorsed by 

Southwestern newspapermen. Congratulations came from writers, 

magazine editors, and college officials in Texas, Kansas, and 

Oklahoma. A letter from Tex DeWeese, managing editor of the 

Pampa Daily News, summarized the views held by supporters of 

34lbid. 

35lbid. 

133 



McCarty and his Collier's rebuttal: "Just a word to say that was a 

swell ripping apart you gave Collier's [sic] and Mr. Davenport today. 

How about filing suit in the name of the Panhandle of Texas."3 6 

The CQllier'3 column underscored McCarty's intent to keep the 

Daily News tethered to its populist roots. Despite Amarillo's growing 

population, publisher Gene Howe, ever-determined to maintain the 

News's personable style, expected McCarty to deliver a paper that 

complimented Panhandle sensibility. Ambitious yet conscientious, 

McCarty was well-suited for the role of the grassroots advocate. As 

he had done in Dalhart, McCarty, though cognizant of the influence of 

his bully pulpit, worked to conform his newspaper to the values of 

Amarillo readers. 

As in the case of the Davenport rebuttal, McCarty might 

challenge any criticism of West Texas society, but he was far less 

enthusiastic about endorsing or criticizing the politicians elected to 

represent the region's aspirations. During the late 1930s and early 

1940s, McCarty provided lukewarm analysis of candidates and ballot 

measures, a characteristic that, in part, was a reflection of the 

country's growing preoccupation with German and Japanese 

aggression. Typical of McCarty's political commentary was an 

editorial published on Election Day, 1940. In the piece, entitled "The 

People Speak," the Daily News editor concluded that "no matter the 

outcome, we will go forward as Americans with leaders that we have 

36Tex DeWeese to John L. McCarty, 13 September 1937. Drawer 1, Folder 
51, McCarty Papers. 
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chosen under the most democratic system in the world."37 

Considering the course of international events, McCarty's relative 

indifference toward elections probably reflected the mood of West 

Texans in general. 

The exception to McCarty's otherwise tepid interest in national 

and state candidates was his commitment to the political career of 

James V. Allred, governor of Texas from 1935-39, federal district 

judge, and candidate for the United States Senate in 1942. McCarty 

supported the Wichita Falls native because he believed that Allred, 

like Marvin Jones, would never abandon West Texans. In one of his 

first columns as editor of the Daily News. McCarty presented Allred 

as the Panhandle's choice, "Our Governor," who had "won a place in 

the hearts of Panhandle people—a friendly, sympathetic, human, 

personal place." McCarty praised Allred for making four visits to the 

Amarillo area during his first year as governor, evidence that he 

"showed . . . much interest in West Texas."38 

McCarty's admiration for Allred extended beyond the 

politician's public contributions. The two men grew to become close 

friends; the relationship had been forged during numerous private 

discussions during the 1930s and 1940s. Their correspondence 

contains a personal tone: McCarty, for example, referring to Allred as 

"My Dear Jimmie," and Allred addressing McCarty as "My Dear 

37Amarillo Daily News. 5 November 1940. 

38lbid., 11 March 1936. 
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Friend." McCarty respected Allred's commitment to the Panhandle; 

in turn, Allred trusted the editor's political judgement. 

As might be expected, McCarty never failed to honor an Allred 

request. When as governor in 1937 Allred invited McCarty to serve 

on the Governor's Traffic Safety Committee-"organized," according to 

the governor, "to reduce the traffic fatalities on the highways and 

streets of Texas"-McCarty agreed.39 in addition to filling a chair on 

the Safety Committee's "Public Education Sub-Committee," McCarty 

accepted chairmanship of the Press Committee, the group 

responsibile for raising the traffic safety-consciousness of Texans.40 

Upon the eve of the completion of his second term as governor in 

January 1939, Allred thanked McCarty for his contribution, which "in 

no small way" accounted for a twenty-three percent reduction in 

traffic fatalities in 1938.41 The safety trend was especially visible in 

Amarillo, ranked in 1940 as the "Safest City in Texas" following a 

seventy-one percent reduction in traffic fatalities in the year 1939.4 2 

McCarty's single greatest contribution to Allred's political 

career occured during the spirited Democratic primary and primary 

run-off elections for the U. S. Senate in the summer of 1942. Allred 

39James V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 24 February 1937, letter in the 
personal papers of Evelyn Jeanne (McCarty) Claytor, Amarillo, Texas 
(hereafter cited as Claytor Papers). 

40James V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 27 February 1937; and telegram 
from George Clarke to John L. McCarty, 22 April 1937, in Claytor Papers. 

41 James V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 13 January 1939, Clayor Papers. 

42Amarillo Daily News. 4 January 1940. 
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had resigned from his federal bench and entered what became a 

three-way primary campaign between himself, incumbent W. Lee 

O'Daniel, and ex-governor Dan Moody. The campaign grew ugly, with 

O'Daniel suggesting that Allred had received bribes from Communist 

labor leader racketeers to finance his run for the Senate. O'Daniel 

labeled his two opponents the "Gold Dust Twins," and he pressured 

AHred to explain his reasons for resigning from his judge's seat. The 

noisy incumbent tallied the most votes during the July primary, but 

fell-short of the majority necessary to secure the nomination. Allred 

finished a strong second, forcing a show-down between the two 

candidates.43 

The O'Daniel-Allred run-off proved an uphill battle for the 

challenger, whom O'Daniel associated with unpopular aspects of 

President Roosevelt's domestic policies. With the support of those 

bankers and large and small businessmen harboring anti-Roosevelt 

sympathies, O'Daniel labeled Allred "My little yes-man opponent," 

criticizing the ex-judge for not graciously withdrawing from the 

run-off election. Allred fired back, with the support of the McCarty's 

Daily News and newspapers in Dallas, Fort Worth, Lubbock, and San 

Angelo. Writing for the August 10 Daily News. Lewis Nordyke 

contended that "Senator O'Daniel seems to be frightened. He's 

making about six appearances a day this week. . . . Any admission on 

43Seth Shepherd McKay, Texas Politics. 1906-1944 (Lubbock: Texas Tech 
Press, 1952), 378-81. 
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his part that his majority can be small is an admission that he is in 

danger of defeat."4 4 

McCarty readily lent editorial space to the campaign cause, but 

his personal support for Allred had begun in May, when the 

challenger announced his candidacy. Describing his decision to run 

as "the greatest cause in which I ever participated," Allred informed 

McCarty that he would "depend" on his Amarillo friend and would 

especially appreciate "any suggestions you can make, or any help you 

can give me. . . ."45 McCarty responded to the invitation, accepting 

the judge's request to serve as the Allred for Senate Campaign 

co-chairman for Amarillo and the Texas Panhandle.46 Jn that 

capacity, McCarty served as Allred's Panhandle point-man, arranging 

advanced publicity, reserving public rostrums, administering the 

distribution of campaign literature and absentee ballots applications, 

and testing public reaction to Allred's positions. 

Allred and campaign manager Claude Wild expected McCarty to 

provide reliable assessments of the West Texas campaign. In a letter 

following the candidate's visit to Tahoka, McCarty, recounting a 

discussion with a Tahoka newspaperman, urged Allred to "[a]ppeal 

more to the women and the old folks; giving them something in the 

place of O'Daniel; promises of full bellies and some hope." McCarty 

44Quoted in ibid., 384-85. 

45james V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 8 May 1942, Drawer 3, Folder 191 
McCarty Papers. 

46ciaude C. Wild to John L. McCarty, 23 June 1942, in ibid. 
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discussed citizens' skepticism over news accounts of dwindling 

O'Daniel crowds, noting that "they think the newspapers are lying." 

McCarty's Tahoka source recommended strongly that "friendly 

newspapers" could, through "[c]onstant repitition [sic]," convince 

voters of the small crowds.47 Allred took seriously these reports, 

emphasizing repeatedly his sincere appreciation of the Amarillo 

editor's services to the campaign. 

McCarty stepped-up his contributions to the Allred camp, 

forwarding speech material and intensifying distribution of campaign 

literature in Northwest Texas counties.48 The work of McCarty and 

the many other Allred organizers began to take its toll on Senator 

O'Daniel, who charged Allred with scattering "hundreds of paid 

workers" around the state, "wolves . . . to buy the election for my 

little yes-man opponent." The incumbent insisted that the Texas 

press was controlled by "outlaws." According to O'Daniel, newspapers 

in North and West Texas had "ganged up" on him, allowing his 

opponents—referred to as skunks, buzzards, wolves, thugs, termites, 

pirates, outlaws, and racketeers—to tarnish his record.49 

Bolstered by Dan Moody's endorsement of his campaign on 

August 18, Allred made a strong run at the incumbent, but came up 

short. Allred damaged his own cause by making the statement, later 

47john L. McCarty to James V. Allred, 29 June 1942, in ibid. 

48james V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 3 August 1942, in ibid.; Claude C. 
Wild to John L. McCarty and W. L. Boyles, 7 August 1942, in ibid. 

49McKay, Texas Politics. 385. 
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misused by some of his supporters, that Roosevelt-haters and Nazi 

sympathizers would vote against him. O'Daniel organizers twisted 

the comment into an Allred charge that O'Daniel's German-American 

supporters were pro-Nazi. Vote totals in the heavily-German 

counties of Central and South Texas, where O'Daniel more than 

doubled the Allred vote, confirm the negative impact of the 

statement. Allred lost the primary run-off by 17,000 votes.5 0 

In defeat, Allred thanked McCarty for his "loyal and energetic 

efforts," and for the way he had "worked so hard and so unselfishly 

in this fight."5i His gratitude extended to the "aggressive support" of 

the Globe-News company, which Allred considered essential to his 

carrying of Amarillo and Potter County.5 2 

The interest given by McCarty and the Daily News to national 

elections, however, paled in comparison to the events unfolding in 

Europe, North Africa, and the Pacific. World War II had become an 

event that dominated Daily News pages, as well as much of John 

McCarty's private life. 

Though totally committed in 1942 to his country's fight against 

the Axis powers, McCarty, like so many Americans, had not always 

committed to military intervention in Europe and Asia. In the late 

1930s, the dominant national opinion was one of United States' 

50lbid., 386-87. 

51 James V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 24 August 1942, Drawer 3, Folder 
191, McCarty Papers. 

52james V. Allred to John L. McCarty, 3 September 1942, in ibid. 
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isolation. As Stephen Ambrose writes, most Americans in the late 

thirties felt assured of the country's security, "not because of 

American alliances or military strength but because of the distance 

between America and any potential enemy." Americans felt 

confident that other nationalities shared their interest in peace, a 

mentality, notes Ambrose, that was uniquely "utopian."5 3 

Like people in other parts of the nation in the late 1930s, 

Texans were reluctant to interfere in what they saw as someone 

else's fight. Yet Fortune Maganine and Gallup polls indicated that, 

among all Americans, Texans were the most belligerent toward 

Germany and Japan. In 1941, Texans, suggests T. R. Fehrenbach, 

"writhed at what they considered the cowardice of their nation as a 

whole. There is no evidence that Texans liked war; there is evidence 

that they had apparently much less fear of it than was held in other 

places." Nevertheless, before 1941, despite the news of Japanese and 

German forces occupying China and Eastern Europe, President 

Roosevelt's cautious approach to intervention, writes Fehrenbach, 

"enjoyed huge support in Texas."5 4 

In 1937, editor John McCarty and Daily News opinion columns 

mirrored Roosevelt--and Texans'-cautious attitudes. Between 1937 

and 1941, as would be the case with hundreds of newspapers across 

the country, the Daily News swung from sober reflection on the 

53stephen E. Ambrose, Rise to Glnbalism: American Foreign Policy 
Since 1938. 6th rev. ed. (New York: Viking Penguin Books, 1991), xi-xii. 

5 4 T . R. Fehrenbach, Lone Star: A Historv of Texas and the Texans (New 
York: Macmillan, 1968; New York: Collier Books, 1980), 653-54. 
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wisdom of neutrality to fiery demands for intervention against 

totalitarian aggression. Whatever the prevailing mood, the approach 

of World War II filled the pages of Amarillo's leading newspaper. 

From 1937 to 1938, a mixture of isolationism, pacifism, and 

fiscal conservatism dominated Daily News opinion pages. Writers, 

recalling the carnage of World War I, reminded readers of "modern 

war's horror," conceding that while the "world could put up with the 

old kind of warfare," it could not "put up with the new kind."55 

Beneath a large headline condemning Japan's undeclared war on 

China, the October 7, 1937, News displayed a photograph of 

bayonet-wielding soldiers enacting a charge on a fictional enemy 

position. The photograph's caption read "Will We Be Plunged Into 

This Again?" The News questioned an October 1937 speech by 

President Roosevelt in which he defended "the sanctity of 

international treaties and the maintenance of international 

morality. . . . " In response, the paper urged "the United States to 

remain completely aloof in any controversy involving other nations," 

for there was "no reason why the United States should stick its nose 

into the trouble of others. . . . We ought to keep our ships at home, 

keep our soldiers at home, . . . and remain as aloof as possible in any 

argument not directly involving this nation."5 6 

For those leaders unpersuaded by isolationist logic, McCarty 

and his staff offered purely economic arguments. The News charged 

55Amarillo Daily News. 10 March 1937. 

56lbid., 6 October 1937. 
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that the U.S. Army and Navy's budget requests for fiscal year 1938 

were far too exorbitant. Contending that the country's navy was so 

formidable "that no nation or combination of nations would dream of 

trying to invade our shores," the paper announced its opposition to 

all efforts by the Roosevelt administration to place the Armed Forces 

on anything but a defensive footing.57 The News took the position 

that if monetary sacrifices were necessary to deter fascist aggression, 

then let those sacrifices come from embargos on raw materials 

essential to Japan and Germany's existence.58 The paper went so far 

as to support Senator Gerald Nye and Representative Hamilton Fish, 

Jr.'s, bill in 1937 to ban all munitions exports, in both peace-time and 

war.59 

By the fall of 1938, the isolation argument was losing 

momentum, for no event reshaped Amarilloans' opinions about 

American intervention more than the Czechoslavakian crisis of that 

year. The News linked the fortunes of the "typical Czech" to the 

survival of world democracy.60 The negotiations in Munich over the 

future of the Sudetenland marked the end of undivided West Texas 

isolationism. Columnists now criticized European leaders for 

"opening up a corridor for Hitler to move into the rich industrial and 

agricultural centers" of the Balkan states, an event that would give 

57ibid., 20 February 1937. 

58lbid., 26 February 1937. 

59lbid., 7 April 1937. 

LOlbid., 16 September 1938. 
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the Fuehrer the "steel, oil and grain [to] rule Europe."61 The October 

3 Sunday News-Globe included a special section, subtitled with a 

quote from Mein Kampf. discussing Hitler's geo-political ambitions. 

Of unique interest was an October 9 editorial by Wes Izzard, a writer 

well-ahead of McCarty in his call for American intervention, 

featuring a fictional dialogue between Hitler and Nazi officials on the 

future of German expansion. 

Hitler's invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, unloosed a 

variety of editorial responses. Following a confident proclamation 

that "[t]he democracies are going to march against dictators," the 

News, with McCarty's isolationism still the paper's official position, 

urged its readers to remain calm.62 The paper called on citizens to 

"pause now and then remember what a great and good man in the 

Galilee once said: 'When ye shall hear of wars and rumors of wars, 

be ye not troubled.'" Propaganda from all sides-German, French, 

British-had to be weighed carefully. "And propaganda," pronounced 

the News. " . . . is a more potent weapon than guns and airplanes. "6 3 

Interestingly, the invasion of Poland split the editorial staff, 

with staff writer and columnist Wes Izzard clamoring for swift 

American mobilization while editor John McCarty preached restraint. 

In what he must have come to regret following the fall of France and 

the beginning of the Battle of Britain, McCarty suggested that Great 

61 Ibid., 24 September 1938. 

62ibid., 2 September 1939. 

63ibid., 6 September 1939. 
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Britain declared war over Poland because "her government was 

confronted by such a horde of severe and complicated 

problems-unemployment, mass misery, etc.-that war may have 

seemed the only solution. . . ."64 This unfortunate column, which 

ranks as one of McCarty's worst, was countered three days later by 

Izzard: "We simply can't isolate ourselves from everything, for 

anything of major consequence happening in any nation affects us."65 

McCarty responded on Sunday the 24th, chastising any citizen who 

failed to give "thought to what war would really mean to every man, 

woman, and child in America, even to those not called to military 

service."66 Ironically, in the same issue McCarty enumerated 

fourteen causes of the European war, a remarkably substantive list 

that marked the cultural, diplomatic, ethnic, political, and religious 

explanations for the rise of the Third Reich. 

By late 1940, all editorial disputes had ceased. Though 

continuing to dismiss the inevitability of American entry into the 

war ("Hitler crossing the Atlantic with an army to storm 

Washington," wrote the paper, "looks a little silly in the light of his 

frantic efforts to get help against the tiny British Isles"), McCarty and 

his staff began propagandizing in their own right.67 The News 

predicted that "production efforts of a people that have the 

64ibid. 

65Ibid., 9 September 1939. 

66Amarillo ĴnnH^y News-Globe. 24 September 1939 

67ibid., 27 October 1940. 
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inexhaustible resources of the new world" would defeat Hitler.68 The 

paper printed examples of Selective Service questionnaires, and it 

highlighted the wonders of modern American aviation, as well as its 

impact on warfare. By November of 1941, the News was advocating 

massive aid to the U.S.'s European allies, even if that meant sinking 

U-boats or downing Luftwaffe aircraft.69 

The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor ended the vacillation 

among Texas citizens evident since 1937. "At last we have unity," 

proclaimed a Daily News column. "We are aroused. We have the will 

to win."70 In a front-page editorial for the December 10 News. John 

McCarty, newly-named chairman of the Potter County Defense 

Savings Bond and Stamps campaign, posed two questions to readers: 

"What is your part? What is my part?" McCarty guaranteed readers 

that money derived from bonds and stamps would be "used to buy 

the guns, ammunition, planes and ships with which to fight off the 

enemy."71 

McCarty lent his full energy to the savings bond drive, 

challenging Panhandle citizens to buy more bonds. "If you can't 

fight," he argued, "you can buy bonds."72 McCarty employed his 

well-known organizational skills to direct Panhandle bond drives. 

68Amarillo Daily News. 5 October 1941, 

69lbid., 25 November 1941. 

70ibid., 9 December 1941. 

71 Ibid., 10 December 1941. 

7 2 Ibid., 11 December 1941. 
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presenting three purchasing plans, including a salary reduction offer 

that deducted income from employees' checks toward the purchase 

of bonds. Response to the campaign was excellent: in mid-December 

1941, Potter County led all of Texas counties on a per capita basis in 

the sale of stamps and bonds.7 3 

Full mobilization impacted the entire Southwestern economy. 

As was the case in other states, Texas boasted the highest rate of 

industrial activity in its history. Full employment, high wages, and 

high prices were the earmarks of a booming economy. Some 1.25 

million servicemen and women trained in Texas, and the state led 

the nation in aviation training bases.74 

As they were attentive to the economic benefits of a 

military-training center, McCarty, Mayor Joe Jenkins, and several 

Chamber of Commerce representatives travelled to Washington, D.C, 

in late December to explore defense contract possibilities for the 

Amarillo area. Items discussed with Senator Tom Connally and other 

members of the Texas delegation included plans for the construction 

of an Amarillo air base.75 When it opened in April 1942, Amarillo 

Army Air Field became a training center for B-17 (and later B-29) 

technicians and mechanics.7 6 

73lbid., 18 December 1941. 

74Rupert Richardson, Adrian Anderson, and Ernest Wallace, Texas: The 
Lone Star State. 7th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1997), 375-78. 

75lbid., 24 December 1941. 

76price and Rathjen, The Golden Spread. 106. 
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John McCarty's influence does not loom large in Amarillo's 

wartime economy. Amarillo Field, however, along with Army Air 

Corps bases in Pampa and Dalhart and the Pantex Army Ordinance 

Plant outside Amarillo, greatly impacted the Panhandle economy. 

The demand for consumer goods, for instance, rose with the influx of 

G.I.'s, and barracks and housing contracts boosted Amarillo's 

construction industry. The city's population grew from 51,686 in 

1940 to 74,246 in 1950, a reflection, at least in part, of the new 

military presence in Amarillo. Nevertheless, the boom in local 

agricultural prices brought on by the international demand for 

wheat, beef, and cotton fiber, coupled with Allied demands for 

Panhandle petroleum and natural gas, explain Amarillo's thriving 

business climate during World War 11.77 McCarty did his part to 

secure Amarillo's material prosperity, but, in the end, it was the 

Panhandle climate and her raw materials that proved most 

persuasive to the generals and bureaucrats directing America's war 

effort. 

McCarty's position as editor of the city's leading newspaper, on 

the other hand, did make him an obvious choice for organizing 

Panhandle recruiting efforts. Specifically, McCarty devoted Daily 

News space and his own private time to United States Navy 

recruiting drives. Beginning in 1942 and continuing on a regular 

basis, illustrations brandishing such slogans as "Men Make the Navy . 

. . The Navy Makes Men" appeared on the pages of the News. In 

77lbid., 107. 
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addition to requesting regular advertisements. Navy officials asked 

McCarty to take "cooperative steps that will be effective along with 

local ideas" to increase voluntary enlistments among Panhandle men. 

McCarty was expected to meet regular enlistment quotas established 

by regional recruiting stations. When on occasion he failed to meet 

quota, stiff responses followed, though recruiting officers were 

generally satisfied with McCarty's work.7 8 

McCarty also contributed to the Navy war effort by advancing 

the U.S. Navy lighter-than-air aviation program, a program 

dependent upon Panhandle helium resources. In the entire world, 

only the Amarillo helium plant near Soncy, built on land donated by 

the Panhandle entrepreneur William Henry Bush, produced enough 

helium in commercial quantities to support the Navy's dirigible 

project. About seven miles west of Amarillo, the Soncy 

helium-extracting facility, founded in 1929, made Amarillo the 

"Helium Capital of the World."79 in 1943, the Excell Plant, located 

thirty miles north of Amarillo, began operations. Panhandle helium 

kept aloft non-rigid Navy dirigibles that were utilized as coastal 

patrol aircraft and in anti-aircraft defenses. Most significantly, with 

the help of Panhandle helium the Navy produced 134 "K" class 

airships, used for spotting and destroying German U-boats. In that 

78L. H. Ridout, Jr. to John L. McCarty, 12 August 1942; Dudley A. White to 
John L. McCarty, 26 August 1942; F. F. Adam to John L. McCarty, 2 December 
1942; E. D. Walbridge to John L. McCarty, 19 December 1942. All letters in 
Drawer 3, Folder 193, McCarty Papers. 

79paul H. Carlson, Empire Builder in the Texas Panhandle: William 
Henrv Bush (College Stafion: Texas A&M Press, 1996), 130. 
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they could remain airborne much longer than other aircraft, the K 

ships proved extremely valuable as convoy escorts. During World 

War II, no convoy escorted by Navy dirigibles lost a ship.8 0 

Even before America's entry into the war, McCarty was forging 

a relationship with Captain (later Admiral) Charles E. Rosendahl, 

director of the Navy's lighter-than-air program. In June 1941, 

McCarty conducted a lengthy interview with Rosendahl and later 

published a five-part series for the Daily News. McCarty wanted to 

"Wake Up America" to the value of West Texas helium. He suggested 

that Texans and Americans had "come to take helium for granted and 

to pay little attention to the successes and setbacks of the lighter-

than-air ships. . . ."81 Amarillo civic leader and Washington lobbyist 

Carl Hinton considered the series "the best work" McCarty had ever 

produced. Referring to McCarty's part in advancing Amarillo helium 

production and the military value of airships, Hinton wrote to the 

Daily News editor that "you do not know how much you have helped 

the game."8 2 

The heartiest praise for McCarty's work came from Rosendahl 

himself. The chief of the Navy's airship project considered the series 

"highly accurate." Rosendahl, sure that the articles would "stimulate 

80History Channel, "Weapons at War: Airships," a film in the History 
Channel series, "Weapons at War," 1993. 

81 Roy Roddy, "Texas Helium for War or Peace," Texa$ Digest, 28 June 
1941, 12-13. 

82Carl Hinton to John L. McCarty, 27 June 1941, Drawer 2, Folder 64, 
McCarty Papers. 
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a great deal of interest in American lighter-than-air and lead to 

important results," lamented that the series lacked national 

circulation. He mailed the articles to leading officials at the Goodyear 

Aircraft Corporation, convinced that they would be "intensely 

interested in them."8 3 

From 1941 to 1944, the Amarillo helium plant increased its 

production output to more than twenty-five times its pre-war 

capacity. For that effort. Interior Secretary Harold Ickes awarded 

the plant the Army-Navy "E" award for production excellence. 

Admiral Rosendahl participated in the award ceremony at Soncy in 

January 1944.84 

Of the distinguished guests in attendance at the Soncy 

ceremony was John McCarty, whose promotion of the plant and Navy 

airships had helped shape Congressional support for the 

lighter-than-air program. Granted, in the 1940s the military's 

dirigible program was doomed, for airships had become 

anachronisms in the age of modern military aviation. But McCarty's 

boosting of the Panhandle helium industry had an impact beyond the 

war. Price and Rathjen stress that helium "has many applications in 

medicine, oceanography, space exploration, and a host of other 

positive endeavors," thus making the gas "basic to the contemporary 

economy and to the entire society of high technology."85 McCarty's 

83c. E. Rosendahl to John L. McCarty, 28 June 1941, Drawer 2, Folder 64, 
McCarty Papers. 

84Amarillo Dailv News. 1 January 1944. 
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promotion of helium certainly contributed to the growth of the 

industry within the Panhandle. 

Throughout World War II, McCarty found his oratory skills in 

high demand. Area civic organizations encouraged McCarty to serve 

as master of ceremony at numerous banquets recognizing Panhandle 

servicemen, living and dead. On one occasion, McCarty's remarks 

were broadcast over six West Texas radio stations.86 During a 

ceremony at Lake Marvin, he paid tribute to the Panhandle war 

dead, comparing their sacrifices to those made by the defenders of 

the Alamo. As was his fashion, he stressed the age-to-age continuity 

of the West Texas spirit, indicating that 

[t]hese men fought their own Alamo and a braver battle was 
never fought. They left us a heritage which not only adds 
luster to the glorious tradition of Texas but confirms what 
all of us have known—that individually and collectively we 
have here in this great Lone Star State a breed of fighting 
men the equal of any on the globe.8 7 

The many requests for the speech made by those present and by the 

survivors of deceased Panhandle servicemen resulted in a decision 

by the Daily News staff to publish the piece in its entirety. 

As was the case with boasts made during the dust-ridden 

1930s, McCarty's Lake Marvin address evoked the idea a West Texas 

spirit. For McCarty, that spirit could be defined as a tradition of 

stubborn survivalism against the unforgiving forces of nature. As a 

85Price and Rathjen, The Golden Spread. 107. 

86Amarillo Dailv News clipping, n.d., in ibid. 

87Dailv News rl ipping n.d., in ibid. 
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journalist, he made it his purpose to challenge West Texas manhood. 

He propagated myths of West Texas tenacity to move his fellow 

citizens to action, whether against black blizzards or Axis aggressors. 

"Spirit, tradition and pride help make the fighting man," declared 

McCarty, "and we have much of each of these qualities."88 

Nevertheless, in 1944, challenged by his graduate studies in 

history at West Texas State, McCarty's war-time fighting spirit was 

beginning to wane. In fact, the completion of his master's thesis 

(published by the University of Oklahoma in 1947 as Maverick Town: 

The Story of Old Tascosa). had begun to interfere with his editor's 

duties as early as 1943, the same year McCarty assumed full-time 

duties as Globe-News associate publisher. Globe-News writer Tommy 

Thompson insists that Gene Howe resented McCarty taking 

work-time and using Globe-News materials to write Maverick Town. 

Thompson writes that one night Howe "was seized by one of his 

sudden furies" when he discovered that McCarty's "typing wasn't for 

the newspaper, though John was still on the payroll." Thompson 

claims that Howe nearly fired McCarty over the incident.8 9 

It is doubtful that, as Thompson suggests, Howe was on the 

verge of firing his long-time associate and partner, especially 

considering Howe's steady encouragement of McCarty's graduate 

work and historical writing. Nonetheless, the image of McCarty 

utilizing spare work-time to complete his master's thesis suggests 

88lbid. 

89Thompson, North of Palo Duro. 279. 
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that he had become distracted from the home-front duties he had 

devoted himself to since 1941. 

And yet, by the end of World War II in September of 1945, 

Amarillo could marvel at John McCarty, the man who had served as 

the Daily News editor and associate publisher since 1936. Leader of 

the Texas Young Democrats, Democratic Party campaigner and 

consultant, leading West Texas isolationist turned interventionist. 

Panhandle war bond director, lobbyist for Panhandle military 

installations. Navy recruiter, promoter of naval airships and the 

Amarillo helium that launched them, McCarty lived-up to publisher 

Gene Howe's expectation that his news editors must also be 

community builders. 

Busy as he was in the 1930s and 1940s, McCarty nevertheless 

found time to add another significant chapter to his caieer. For in 

those two decades, the man once recognized as the "Voice of the Dust 

Bowl" labored to conserve the commodity most essential to the 

survival of the Panhandle: water, the life-blood of the Plains. 
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CHAPTER VI 

LIFE-BLOOD OF THE PLAINS 

"The greatest natural handicap of the Great Plains," emphasizes 

a famous 1937 Congressional report, "is lack of sufficient rainfall."i 

To the modern reader, such words, excerpted from a House 

Agricultural Committee report on Great Plains soil erosion and 

conservation, seem remarkably self-evident. To Plains men and 

women reeling from the black dusters of the mid-thirties, the words 

contained a special gravity, aptly reflected in the report's title. The 

Future of the Great Plains Although alluding to the old agricultural 

practices that accelerated soil erosion, much of the House study 

discussed successful erosion-prevention experiments, summarizing, 

for instance, results from the Soil Conservation Service (SCS) project 

near Dalhart, Texas: 

Today, soil still blows in the project area, and 
farming still is hazardous on unprotected land. But 
soil blows from far fewer fields, and the prospects 
of a crop are a good deal better than in 1934. Much 
more important is the confident attitude of the 
farmers in the area and the effect the work is having 
on farmers from outside who see in the project what 
sensible land use and reasonable concessions to 
nature can accomplish.2 

1 House Committee on Agriculture, The Future of the Great Plains: 
Message from the President of the United States Transmitting the Report of the 
Great Plains Committee under the title 'The Future of the Great Plains'. 75th 
Cong., 1st sess., 10 February 1937, 76. 

2lbid., 137. 
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The report concluded that Plainsmen had become "water-minded," 

and though federal and state projects might change farmers' 

attitudes toward land and water, "[t]he success of any long-time plan 

for essential readjustments in the economy of the Great Plains will 

depend in final analysis upon local action. . . ."3 

Local Panhandle leaders dedicated to "essential readjustments" 

had earlier confronted the prospect of relocation of the region's 

residents. Just two months prior to John McCarty's move in March 

1936 to the staff of the Amarillo Globe-News company, a group of 

Amarillo civic leaders, newspaperman Wilbur Hawk and mayor Ross 

D. Rogers among them, telegraphed Texas senator Morris Sheppard 

concerning remarks made by President Franklin Roosevelt on the 

state of Great Plains agriculture. The telegram, which Sheppard 

shared with the president, revealed the Amarilloans' fears that the 

federal government would lose faith in Plains farmers, return their 

lands to prairie grass, and transport them "like the Acadians . . . to a 

land selected by others for them."4 

Amidst that climate of anxiety and uncertainty, John McCarty 

rose to become a fiesty, eloquent voice for Panhandle survival, his 

talents for spearheading local projects recognized throughout the 

Panhandle. His reputation as a conservationist stood unchallenged. 

Under McCarty's editorship, the Dalhart Texan, against the wishes of 

3lbid., 76, 84. 

4Morris Sheppard to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 11 January 1936, in Edgar B, 
Nixon, comp. and ed., Franklin D Roosevelt & Conservation. 1911-1945. (New 
York: Arno Press, 1972), 471. 
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many farmers and business owners, advocated swift adoption of 

anti-erosion methods, and the paper served as an unflinching 

advocate of H. H. Finnell and his SCS demonstration farm near 

Dalhart, the nation's first. 

But McCarty, who by the early 1950s would be acknowledged 

one of the Panhandle's water conservation leaders, was more than a 

"water-minded" citizen of the Plains. He delighted in challenging 

national press stereotypes of West Texas and West Texans. His 

tenacity, optimism, and relentless energy all reinforced an 

underlying message of Panhandle prosperity which proved 

infectuous. Under McCarty's leadership, a Panhandle water 

conservation movement developed and flourished. The movement's 

goals eventually reached beyond issues of water availability and 

flood control to embrace the idea of Panhandle recreation. McCarty 

and his conservation colleagues desired to make the Panhandle 

liveable by creating an environment that, in the wake of the Dust 

Bowl crisis, would remain an attractive permanent location for 

families and businesses. The conservation efforts of John McCarty 

evolved into a standard-of-living that altered the Northwest Texas 

landscape. 

The Panhandle water conservation movement originated on 

December 8, 1936, when, at the behest of the Canyon and Hereford 

chambers of commerce, forty-eight men gathered in Amarillo to 

make preliminary plans for a regional "conservation association."5 

'Amarillo Dailv News. 9 December 1936. 
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The vision of a regulated supply of Panhandle water was not new; A. 

S. Stinnett, A. A. Meredith, Gene Howe, and other Amarilloans who 

deplored the lack of flood control and recreation projects in the Texas 

Panhandle had discussed it in the 1920s. The black dusters of 1935 

accelerated conservation efforts, as did renewed concerns about 

flash-flooding: in the mid-thirties, the nation's upland regions 

experienced catastrophic floods resulting from heavy rainfalls.6 

Participants at the December 8 meeting represented many 

communities and professional backgrounds, but they all shared a 

similar commitment to establishing short- and long-term plans for 

Panhandle water conservation. One member travelled from Wichita, 

Kansas, as an observor for that city's chamber of commerce. 

Amarillo Daily News editor John McCarty, invited to the meeting as 

an observor, was "impressed" with the "earnestness with which the 

group of Panhandle citizens resolved itself into a 'working 

organization,'" an action, McCarty noted, that "bespoke a new 

realization" of "the most valuable" of Panhandle assets.7 

December 19, 1936, marked the official establishment of the 

Panhandle Water Conservation Association. Conscious of the man's 

broad influence and organizational abilities, the association selected 

John McCarty as president. It selected Amarillo Chamber of 

Commerce secretary-general manager Carl Hinton as secretary. 

Hinton left directly for Washington, D.C, where, while lobbying for 

6Amarillo Sunday News-Globe. 26 October 1941. 

7Amarillo Daily News. 9 December 1936. 
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federal funding of local projects, he began outlining association 

proposals for dams and flood control measures. By mid-February, 

1937, the Association, still lacking legislative approval from the state 

of Texas, had gained the recognition of the Southwest Valley 

Association (SVA), a conservation group representing the states of 

Arkansas, Colorado, Kansas, Louisiana, Missouri, New Mexico, 

Oklahoma, and Texas. During the organization's 1937 convention, the 

SVA selected McCarty as its vice-president.8 

On February 24, 1937, Judge Wilson Cowen of Dalhart, 

chairman of the association's legislative committee, met with 

association members to discuss his proposal for a bill authorizing the 

creation of the Panhandle Water Conservation Authority (PWCA). 

Cowen's plan provided for an authority that could effect water and 

soil conservation, irrigation and flood control projects, reclamation, 

and recreational development for the basins of the Brazos, Canadian, 

and Red rivers. Following Cowen's presentation, association officers 

shared the plan with state senator Clint Small, emphasizing that the 

PWCA would supplement existing federal and state conservation 

programs. Small crafted the Cowen plan into a bill and the next day 

introduced it before the Texas Senate. McCarty, meanwhile, was 

preparing to leave for Washington, D.C, to promote the PWCA and 

regional conservation projects.9 

8W. C. McClure to John L. McCarty, 16 February 1937, Drawer 4, File 320, 
John L. McCarty Papers, Amarillo Public Library, Amarillo, Texas (hereafter 
cited as McCarty Papers). 

9Amarillo Dailv News. 25 February 1937. 
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While in Washington, McCarty participated in the 

establishment of a five-state committee of congressmen and citizens 

devoted to directing Southwestern soil and water conservation 

measures. Headed by Representative Marvin Jones of Texas, 

chairman of the House Committee on Agriculture, the group elicited 

ideas from, among others, Morris Sheppard of Texas, Will Rogers of 

Oklahoma, Soil Conservation Service director Hugh H. Bennett, and 

McCarty, who discussed the mission of the PWCA.io To advance 

proposals of federal funding for PWCA projects, McCarty and Carl 

Hinton met with Secretary of Agriculture Henry Wallace and with 

Vice-President John Nance Garner, n 

Back in Amarillo, association president McCarty used his 

editorial position at the Amarillo Daily News to generate interest and 

support for water conservation and for the securing of state 

authorization of the PWCA. He arranged a joint telegram to 

Representative Jones from the association membership, urging the 

congressman to secure funding for local water projects. 12 In an April 

18 Amarillo Sunday News-Globe column entitled "Life-Blood of the 

Plains," McCarty argued that with the construction of Panhandle 

reservoirs, "more water would come to the Panhandle and, what is 

more important, stay in the Panhandle." McCarty predicted "a fine 

lOlbid., 3 March 1937. 

11 Ibid., 5 March 1937 and 9 March 1937. 

12Marvin Jones to John L. McCarty, 19 March 1937, letter in the 
personal papers of Evelyn Jeanne (McCarty) Claytor, Amarillo, Texas 
(hereafter cited as Claytor Papers). 
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recreation spot" in Potter County and the extolled the prospects of 

irrigation. "The benefits to be derived from additional water are 

inmieasurable," he wrote, "and the residents of the Panhandle should 

furnish active support every time an [sic] proposal comes forth for 

increasing the supply of available water."13 

Other Panhandle newspapers joined the movement for 

approval of the conservation authority bill, which, due to solid 

support from West Texas legislators, passed both state houses. It 

received Governor James V. Allred's signature on May 4, 1937. The 

legislation created the Panhandle Water Conservation Authority, 

permitting thirty-two Northwest Texas counties to act as a 

government agency, empowering them with 

the control, storing, preservation and distribution of the 
waters of the Red, Canadian and Brazos Rivers and their 
tributaries, for domestic, municipal, flood control, 
irrigation, power and other useful purposes; the 
reclamation and irrigation of arid, semi-arid and other 
land needing irrigation, and the conservation and 
development of the forests, waters, and hydroelectric 
power of the State of Texas. 14 

An enabling act passed by the New Mexico legislature and signed 

into law by Governor Clyde Tingley permitted counties in Texas and 

New Mexico to cooperate on water projects. 15 

13Amarillo Sundav New-Globe. 18 April 1937. 

14Untitled text from the bill authorizing the Panhandle Water 
Conservation Authority, Drawer 4, Folder 320, McCarty Papers. 

15"Panhandle Lakes Program Stimulates Business," sSputhwgst Business 
Magazine. September 1939, 15. Hereafter cited as "Panhandle Lakes Program." 
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Just two weeks after the approval of the PWCA, McCarty 

presided over a five-state meeting examining the coordination of 

water conservation programs. The May 20th gathering, co-sponsored 

by the PWCA and the Amarillo Chamber of Commerce and held in the 

Amarillo Hotel, brought together delegates from Texas, Oklahoma, 

New Mexico, Colorado, and Kansas. Though the majority of delegates 

were farmers and ranchers, government officials, lawyers, 

businessmen, and bankers were in attendance. Conferees broke into 

committees. Eventually, they introduced to the full conference five 

resolutions, the most significant of which proposed a federal 

conservation district comprising the five-state Dust Bowl region. 16 

The districting resolution was a response to an upcoming bill 

sponsored by Senator George Norris of Nebraska who proposed the 

formation of seven or eight regional authorities, or "little TV As," as 

they were called, that could develop and coordinate water, power, 

and land resources through conservation districts.17 PWCA delegates 

felt that, with its emphasis on hydroelectric power and flood control, 

the Norris bill, which proposed dividing the Dust Bowl between two 

separate authorities, overlooked wind erosion problems peculiar to 

the American Southwest. The presiding officer and delegates, 

frustrated with the inefficiency of many federal programs, expressed 

additional concerns about the coordination of the project. They 

16Minutes of the Panhandle Water Conservation Association meeting, 
Amarillo, Texas, 20 May 1937, Drawer 1, Folder 49-50, McCarty Papers. 

17u. S. Senate, S. 2555, "A Bill To provide for the creation of conservation 
authorities, and for other purposes," 75th Cong., 1st sess., 1 June 1937. 
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wired copies of their resolutions to Congressman Jones, and Carl 

Hinton returned to Washington to lobby support for the Dust Bowl 

district. 18 

By the time Hinton arrived in the capital. Senator Norris had 

begun to show interest in revising his conservation bill "with 

reference to the drought situation in the west and the frequent 

recurrence of dust storms."19 But by mid-June, the districting issue 

had become irrelevant; the Norris bill lost momentum in Congress. 

President Roosevelt, while supportive of the unified system of flood 

control and hydroelectric planning advocated in the Norris bill, was 

uncomfortable with the idea of corporate authorities wielding 

administrative powers. Roosevelt favored limiting conservation 

districts to an advisor status, an arrangement that the senator from 

Nebraska found unacceptable. When Secretary of Agriculture 

Wallace and other New Dealers refused to sacrifice their bureaucratic 

authority over conservation programs, Roosevelt retracted his 

support for the Norris bill.20 The measure's eventual collapse 

validated the PWCA's fears about federal inefficiency while 

intensifying the organization's desire for more local control over 

conservation projects. 

18Amarillo Dailv News. 21 May 1937. 

19Quoted in Richard Lowitt, George W. Norris: The Triumph of a 
Progressive. 1933-1944 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1978), 201. 

20william E. Leuchtenburg, "Roosevelt, Norris and the 'Seven Little 
TVAs,'" .lournal of Politics 14(August 1952): 430-34. 
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Throughout the spring of 1937, McCarty focused on educating 

the Panhandle public to the relationship between erosion prevention 

and flood control, a relationship illustrated in late May after heavy 

rains and flash flooding killed several people and washed away 

thousands of acres of valuable top-soil. Contoured and terraced 

fields had retained the May rains, as had several Panhandle dams. 

Additional conservation measures, noted McCarty, would have 

prevented wash-outs and contained run-off. The development of 

those measures must stem from collaboration between local and 

national institutions. "A broad program, as planned by governmental 

agencies and the Panhandle Water Conservation Association," 

McCarty wrote, "would save a big per cent of this precious water 

which is always needed in the country." From an economic 

standpoint, McCarty reasoned that a comprehensive Panhandle water 

program "would go a long way toward assuring a permanent farm 

and ranch prosperity in the High Plains area."21 

Any concerns that McCarty and his colleagues may have had 

with respect to federal recognition of the Panhandle's water 

problems were quelled with President Roosevelt's signing of the 

Bankhead-Jones Act on July 22, 1937. McCarty had urged strong 

support for the bill and its "shrewd" co-sponsor, Marvin Jones. Of 

course, the Daily News editor took every opportunity to remind 

readers of political contributions made by the PWCA, whose 

Washington lobbying campaign had, in his mind, turned Congress "in 

21 Amarillo Sunday News-Globe. 30 May 1937. 

164 



favor of the program. . . ." McCarty insisted that the authority, and 

especially its man-on-the-spot, Carl Hinton, "had a very definite 

hand" in securing the bill's passage. McCarty described the bill as 

"the first concrete example of what united action by the people of the 

Plains can accomplish."22 Marvin Jones recognized McCarty's singular 

role in the lobbying and legislative process, thanking the PWCA 

president for his "personal interest and assistance in this matter."2 3 

As its name implies, the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act was 

originally designed for the authorization of loans to farm tenants, 

laborers, and sharecroppers struggling under the agricultural 

depression of the 1930s. Jones revised the bill, extending the 

Department of Agriculture's authority to retire submarginal lands 

and to develop programs for soil conservation, flood control, and 

surface and sub-surface water conservation--in short, programs 

well-fitted to Jones's Panhandle constituents. To the great relief of 

PWCA members. Congress authorized $10,000,000 for implementing 

conservation portions of the bill.24 

During August, 1937, The Daily News passed along to its 

readers the details of the Bankhead-Jones bill. Panhandle citizens 

learned that some of the submarginal lands to be purchased by the 

federal government had been earmarked for dams and recreation 

sites. The law provided that the Agriculture Department would 

22Amarillo Daily News. 21 May 1937 and 3 June 1937. 

23Marvin Jones to John L. McCarty, 18 August 1937, Claytor Papers. 

2450 U. S. Statutes at Large. Pt. 1, 522-25, 762. 
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acquire lands and supervise engineering. It further provided that in 

a coordinated fashion, various branches of the department could 

conduct surveys and produce plans for conservation, flood control, 

and recreation plans. As part of an additional $40,000,000 federal 

appropriation to the Great Plains states, the Works Progress 

Administration (WPA) would recruit and direct workers on the dam 

and lake construction sites.25 

Centralized, federally-directed supervision of Panhandle water 

conservation programs-an arrangement that McCarty and the PWCA 

had tried to prevent—had come to pass. In a manner consistent with 

President Roosevelt's opposition to decentralized conservation 

authorities, the PWCA found itself reduced to what McCarty referred 

to as "an advisory capacity in the program."26 "Authority" had 

become a misnomer. 

Although privately frustrated, McCarty knew that Panhandle 

residents cared little about the administration of a multi-million 

dollar conservation appropriation. Property owners, anxious about 

the immediate impact of water regulation, wanted physical evidence 

of water projects, regardless of what governmental level produced 

them. Yet, as noted, PWCA members viewed their pressure tactics as 

a crucial factor in the federal approval of those projects. So McCarty 

worked to enumerate-and illuminate-PWCA achievements which, 

in retrospect, indicate the authority's initiative and influence. 

25Amarillo Daily News. 20 August 1937, 

26lbid. 
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As per its legal status, the PWCA was empowered to act as an 

agent of the state of Texas when negotiating with federal lawmakers 

and officials. McCarty observed that because of its actions in 

Washington and the series of resolutions approved during its 

regional meetings, the PWCA had "welded the five Southwest 

dust-ridden states, Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Kansas, and 

Colorado into a fighting unit." The authority advocated coordination 

of existing federal and state programs, impressing upon government 

officials the need for the immediate confrontation of High Plains 

water issues. Today, one need only visit a Northwest Texas lake site 

to concede that McCarty was correct in declaring that "[a] mighty 

solid foundation has been laid for a great development and for a 

work of genuine permanent worth. . . . " McCarty applauded the 

respective federal agencies and their enormous contributions to 

Panhandle water conservation. But, he emphasized, those 

contributions would not have materialized without "cooperative 

citizens working to an eventual solution of a dangerous land, 

economic and social problem." In the end, local initiatives gained the 

attention and approval of the federal government.2 7 

McCarty did not exaggerate when remarking that the 

Southwestern water conservation movement had focused national 

attention on the people of the Panhandle-Plains. Continued 

accomplishments would "open the way [in the Panhandle] to greater 

successes in the future." Federal funds fueled the conservation 

27 Interview of John L. McCarty in ibid. 
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movement, but ultimately "the movement has been democratic, . . . 

mark[ing], probably, the first time that the entire Panhandle 

harnessed up with a common objective."28 

With the "federal versus local initiative" issue aired. President 

McCarty invited Congressman Jones and other federal leaders to a 

PWCA-sponsored celebration on September 8 in Amarillo. There, 

more than 800 delegates resolved to pressure Congress for an 

additional $60,000,000 of conservation funding, an amount, Carl 

Hinton noted in a display of American neutrality, that the federal 

government spent "building one battleship."29 Recalling for the 

assembly the resolutions proposed by the PWCA at their March 20 

meeting, Hinton commented that he and John McCarty could "tell you 

of the difficulties and hardships encountered . . . in getting 

everything adopted in the past congress for this drouth-stricken 

area."30 In his address to the delegates and guests, McCarty again 

lauded Marvin Jones, describing the congressman as "presidential 

material."31 In return, Jones singled-out McCarty and Hinton. "We 

are fortunate to have the fine enthusiasm and genius for organization 

that these men have," Jones said. In a supplementary resolution, the 

PWCA membership thanked McCarty, Hinton, the Amarillo Chamber 

28Amarillo Daily News. 28 August 1937. 

29ibid., 9 September 1937. 

30Notes from the Panhandle Water Conservation Authority meeting, 
Amarillo, Texas, 8 September 1937, Drawer 4, Folder 320, McCarty Papers. 

31 Amarillo Dailv News. 9 September 1937. 
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of Commerce, and the Globe-News company for their untiring 

support.32 

By the spring of 1938, work on three dams/recreation 

areas-the Tierra Blanca, McClellan Creek, and Boggy Creek projects-

was well underway. Citizens were forming county committees to 

select possible sites and initiate relevant proposals. WPA contracts 

created work for hundreds of Panhandle men.3 3 

That same spring, McCarty, on PWCA business in Washington, 

experienced a highlight of his public career: a personal meeting with 

President Franklin Roosevelt in the Oval Office. During the May 

meeting, McCarty urged the president to visit the citizens of the 

Texas High Plains. Following exhortations by Congressmen Jones, 

Roosevelt agreed.34 

On July 11, the president arrived in Amarillo. After a greeting 

from a 2,500-piece band comprised of local student musicians, 

Roosevelt addressed a crowd in Ellwood Park on the evolutionary 

changes in the Texas Panhandle. He deplored the prevailing yet 

inaccurate stereotypes of the Great Plains environment; he "wish[ed] 

that more people from the South and the East and the Middle West 

could visit this Plains country. If they did you would hear less talk 

about the great American desert, you would hear less ridicule of our 

32lbid. 

33"Panhandle Water Conservation Authority Plans Speedy Work" and 
"Boggy Creek Project Offers New Recreational Center," newspaper clippings in 
Drawer 4, Folder 320, McCarty Papers. 

34Marvin Jones to John L. McCarty, 16 July 1938, Claytor Papers. 
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efforts to conserve water. . . ." In a respectful gesture to 

Congressman Jones, the PWCA, and other citizens working for 

agricultural progress, the President expressed his gratitude for the 

Panhandle's "cooperation" with federal agencies, insisting that the 

administration was "trying . . . to help those who are willing to help 

themselves, and you people will."35 

Three days after the speech, McCarty wired Roosevelt to 

express the PWCA's gratitude for his comments on the lakes and 

dams projects.36 Amarillo mayor Ross Rogers thanked McCarty for 

drawing Roosevelt to the city, as did Marvin Jones, who informed 

McCarty that the PWCA president's personal visit with Roosevelt 

"contributed materially in inducing him to come. . . ."37 

Throughout 1938 and 1939, McCarty worked closely with 

Washington-based Carl Hinton in the monitoring of Panhandle water 

projects. In July, 1939, McCarty addressed Hinton about the human 

cost of misdirected conservation funds. McCarty criticized the Soil 

Conservation Service for siphoning money away from dam and 

recreation projects and placing it into established SCS erosion 

programs. Local men suffered lay-offs and recreation plans went 

uncompleted. "All of these men being laid off," McCarty reminded 

Hinton, "are Congressman Jones' constituents." He suggested strongly 

35Quoted in Franklin D. Roosevelt and Conservation. 247-49. 

36john L. McCarty to Franklin D. Roosevelt, 14 July 1938, Drawer 1, 
Folder 49-50, McCarty Papers. 

37ROSS D. Rogers to John L. McCarty, 15 July 1938, Drawer 1, Folder 49-50, 
McCarty Papers; Marvin Jones to John L. McCarty, 16 July 1938, Claytor Papers. 
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that this "inside information . . . be relayed to Marvin Jones."3 8 

Hinton replied several weeks later, informing McCarty that he had 

conferred with Jones on the misappropriation question. By then the 

congressman, undoubtedly concerned with the political fallout 

surrounding the issue, had secured over $200,000 for the Tierra 

Blanca and McClellan Creek projects.39 

In the fall of 1939, the PWCA's dream of a lake-dotted Texas 

Panhandle was becoming reality. Six lakes had reached completion, 

with a seventh under construction. The largest, Buffalo Lake on 

Tierra Blanca Creek between Hereford and Canyon, boasted an 

earthen dam 835 feet in length. In May 1939, though the lake 

remained only half-full, 50,000 people attended its formal opening. 

They viewed a fine, new pavillion and a series of newly-constructed 

cabins.40 

Other lake sites also attracted public attention. With its trees, 

picnic grounds, and a soon-to-be-completed youth center, McClellan 

Creek Lake near Pampa became one of the Panhandle's most popular 

recreation areas. Perhaps 10,000 people attended the opening of 

Hemphill County's Lake Marvin (named after Marvin Jones), where 

biologists stocked 50,000 fish. Cabins, boat houses, and bath houses 

neared completion. The second largest lake, Rita Blanca near Dalhart, 

38John L. McCarty to Carl Hinton, 21 July 1939, Drawer 1, Folder 50, 
McCarty Papers. 

39Carl Hinton to John L. McCarty, 30 August 1939, Drawer 1, Folder 49-50, 
McCarty Papers. 

40"Panhandle Lakes Program," 15-17. 
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featured two spillways for controlling flooding of the turbulent Rita 

Blanca Creek. Other new Panhandle-area lakes included Wolf Creek 

near Perryton, North Tule Creek near Tulia, and Running Water Draw 

near Clovis, New Mexico.4i 

Businessmen and chambers of commerce lauded the 

contributions made to the successful water program by Carl Hinton 

and John McCarty. In describing PWCA president McCarty, the 

Southwest Business Magazine concluded that he was "an excellent 

presiding officer, has great prestige in the Panhandle and helps 

smooth over many a rough place in the program." The journal 

marveled at McCarty's "energy," his "background for selling the 

needs of the program to the people and to the officials involved," and 

his maintaining of Globe-News support for the entire Panhandle 

conservation effort. Construction of lakes, the magazine emphasized, 

had a spin-off effect on the area's economy, generating hundreds of 

motorboat and sailboat sales.42 

As the Panhandle entered the 1940s, another major water 

movement was impacting the region: irrigation. As Donald Green 

explains, between 1930 and 1940, irrigation pumping plants on the 

Texas High Plains increased more than twelve-fold. The expansion of 

pump irrigation continued during the 1940s, exerting. Green writes. 

41lbid., 15-17. 

42lbid., 17-18. 
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"a significant influence upon the economy and society of the 

region."43 

Though not involved in irrigation development, the PWCA in 

the early 1940s turned its attention to the need for a Canadian River 

dam, either north of Amarillo or near Sanford in Hutchinson County. 

Plans for a dam near Amarillo dated from 1926, when A. S. Stinnett, 

A. A. Meredith, and other Panhandle civic leaders addressed the 

harnessing of Canadian flood waters.44 In the summer of 1941, rich 

bottom lands in Texas and Oklahoma were washed away after 

abnormally high rainfalls swelled the river. McCarty protested to 

the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers that their reports downplaying the 

benefits of a Canadian River dam were endangering lives and 

property. He maintained that the dam would serve the simultaneous 

purpose of flood control and recreation near the Panhandle's largest 

city. The quicker it was built, the better, or so McCarty contended.45 

In promoting the Canadian dam project, McCarty won the 

support of the Amarillo Chamber of Commerce, an organization that 

promised to "push to the limit" efforts to obtain dam-building funds 

from the Bureau of Reclamation. McCarty, noting the support of 

Oklahoma conservation interests, insisted that no better time existed 

to pressure Reclamation, especially considering the $50,000,000 

43Donald E. Green, Land of the Underground Rain: Irrigation pn the 
Texas High Plains. 1910-1970 (Ausfin: University of Texas Press, 1973), 143-45. 

4 4 B . Byron Price and Frederick J. Rathjen, The Golden Spread;—An 
Illustrated History of Amarillo and the Texas Panhandle (Northridge, CA: 
Windsor, 1986), 121. 

45Amarillo Dailv News. 6 August 1941, 7 August 1941, 9 August 1941. 
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budget increase the bureau received for the upcoming fiscal year.4 6 

On August 11, 1941, Texas congressman Eugene Worley and PWCA 

secretary Carl Hinton testified before the board of the Corps of 

Engineers. They stressed the need for immediate re-surveys of the 

Canadian basin.47 By August 19, the majority of both the Texas and 

Oklahoma congressional delegations had pledged their support for 

the dam proposal.4 8 

Within five weeks, the necessity for a dam became clear to all 

participants in the issue. On September 22, 1941, following days of 

heavy rains, the Canadian River spilled its banks in New Mexico, 

Texas, and Oklahoma. The river rose twenty-four feet near Amarillo, 

menacing highway and railroad traffic throughout the area. Broken 

gas lines affected cities as far away as Denver, Colorado. Downed 

bridges left Boise City, Oklahoma, isolated, and trains could not reach 

Dalhart and other Panhandle terminals. To convey the severe 

damage wrought by the flooding, a large photo on the front page of 

the September 24 Amarillo Daily News showed Canadian River 

waters surging inches below the U.S. Highway 87 bridge north of 

Amarillo. 

An Amarillo Globe editorial written during the Canadian River 

floods echoed many of the PWCA criticisms levelled at the Corps of 

Engineers because of its disinterest in a Canadian dam project. 

46ibid., 9 August 1941. 

47lbid., 12 August 1941, 

48lbid., 19 August 1941, 
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"Frankly," wrote the columnist, "with all due respect to the army 

engineers, many who have surveyed the matter do not believe the 

army's position can be justified." Exasperated, the writer concluded 

that if the floods of 1941 could not convince the Army of the 

Canadian River's threat, "then they cannot be sold."49 

But it is likely that the Army engineers, if not being sold, were 

being sensitized to the anxieties of many Panhandle citizens. In 

August, they had asked Carl Hinton to provide them with affidavits 

from the PWCA and other organizations and individuals describing 

flood damages during the first-half of 1941.50 The affidavit 

assessment came to naught, for the United States's entry into World 

War II halted dam projects in the Texas Panhandle. 

At war's end, McCarty and the PWCA resumed their quest for a 

Canadian dam. Due to a renewal of Corps of Engineers resistance (the 

Army continued to question the cost-effectiveness of a dam), the 

proposal gained little momentum until the summer of 1948. At that 

time, a committee representing Amarillo mayor Lawrence Hagy 

requested Texas governor Beauford Jester to call a tri-state 

conference for the purpose of forming an interstate compact 

conmiission for the Canadian River. Representatives from the offices 

of Governor Jester, Governor Roy Turner of Oklahoma, and Governor 

Thomas Mabry of New Mexico attended the conference, at which 

John McCarty, now retired from the newspaper business and 

49Amarillo Globe. 23 September 1941. 

50Amarillo Dailv News. 13 August 1941, 
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operating a public relations firm in Amarillo, presided. Delegates to 

the August 3, 1948, meeting of the Tri-State Governors' Committee 

declared that the Panhandle Water Conservation Authority held 

sufficient authority to form a federally-recognized tri-state 

conservation district. The PWCA plan gained an extra boost from the 

city of Lubbock, Texas, which demonstrated interest in additional 

West Texas surface water to supply its critical municipal water 

needs.5 1 

On August 24, Lubbock and several other South Plains 

communities announced their intention to join the battle for a 

Canadian River dam. Mayor W. H. Rogers of Lubbock, describing 

himself as "jittery" over his city's inevitable water shortage, agreed 

to write a brief challenging the Corps of Engineers unfavorable 

reports on the economic impact of a Canadian dam.5 2 

On October 8, Bureau of Reclamation commissioner Michael 

Strauss supported the project. At a meeting in Amarillo with Mayor 

Hagy, McCarty, and other Amarillo civic leaders to discuss PWCA 

proposals for a dam, Strauss gave validity to the need for a dam.53 

In Oklahoma City in November, McCarty represented Amarillo 

and the PWCA at a particularly productive meeting with Interior 

Department and Reclamation officials. Following that meeting. 

51 Minutes of the meeting of the Tri-State Governors' Committee, 
Amarillo, Texas, 3 August 1948, Drawer 3, Folder 241, McCarty Papers. 

52Amarillo Globe. 24 August 1948. 

53Amarillo Times, 8 October 1948. 
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Amarillo, Lubbock, and other municipalities began plans for the 

buying, transporting, and distributing Canadian River waters in West 

Texas. According to McCarty, federal officials at the Oklahoma City 

meeting were confident that a Canadian River dam would be 

completed within a few years.5 4 

Judging the time ripe for receiving a federal loan to fund dam 

construction. Congressman Gene Worley introduced legislation in 

February, 1949, for a Bureau of Reclamation-directed project on the 

Canadian River. Worley's bill, which members referred to the House 

Committee on Public Lands, stressed a dam's relevance to industrial 

and municipal water use, flood control, and recreation.55 Then, the 

cities of Amarillo and Lubbock prepared an economic report citing 

the need for increased water access. 

McCarty, always ready to do his part, began explaining the dam 

project to city councils throughout the Panhandle.56 To meet a 

Bureau of Reclamation request for data on regional water needs--as 

well as to explain the aspects of federal loan interest rates and 

repayments--he brought together on March 7 representatives from 

thirteen Panhandle-Plains municipalities. They met in Plainview. He 

urged the representatives not to "sell your area short. There will be 

54john L. McCarty to Lawrence Hagy. 19 November 1948, Drawer 3, 
Folder 241, McCarty Papers. 

55u. S. House of Representatives, H. R. 2733, "A bill to authorize the 
construction, operation, and maintenance by the Secretary of Interior of the 
Canadian River reclamation project, Texas," 81st Cong,, 1st sess., 15 February, 
1949. 

56Amarillo Globe. 17 February 1949; Amarillo Dailv News. 3 March 1949. 
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tremendous demand for water for municipal and industrial use in 

this great area."57 in June, McCarty went back to Plainview to share 

with municipal leaders the results of a PWCA report that, he 

believed, could "assure the future of Pampa, Borger, Plainview, 

Lubbock, Amarillo and of the whole area. "5 8 

Understanding the potential political windfall stemming from 

the Canadian project—and eager to exert pressure on federal law 

makers--McCarty reported to Congressman Worley that speedy 

authorization of the dam project would "make it utterly impossible 

for anyone to even seriously consider announcing for the post that 

you now hold." McCarty asserted that the recently released Canadian 

River report "makes the deal look as one of he [sic] greatest 

opportunities that ever hit the Panhandle."5 9 

Emerging as a chief spokesperson for the Canadian dam 

program, McCarty received word in early July from Governor 

Beauford Jester of his selection as a delegate to the National Water 

Conservation Conference in Chicago. On July 8, McCarty, with 

legislation-sponsor Worley, Representative George Mahon of Texas, 

U.S. Court of Claims judge Marvin Jones, and Amarillo and Lubbock 

officials, testified in Washington before members of a subcommittee 

of the House Committee on Public Lands. In his testimony, McCarty, 

57piainview Evening Herald. 8 March 1949. 

58john L. McCarty to Gene Worley, 18 June 1949, Drawer 3, Folder 241, 
McCarty papers. 

59lbid. 
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recognizing that flood control, recreation, and irrigation issues had 

been detailed sufficiently through various PWCA reports, stressed 

the "superior" quality of water that would be present in a Canadian 

River reservoir. The high flouride content of much of West Texas 

water produced a "'brown tooth stain,' and some people will not rear 

their children there on account of that brown tooth stain." He noted 

that water in the new reservoir would be below normal Panhandle 

flouride levels. Maintaining that Panhandle spokesmen had come to 

Washington "with clean hands," he declared to the committee that a 

Canadian dam was "absolutely necessary."60 

At the end of July, 1949, the Panhandle's eight-year campaign 

for a Canadian River reservoir appeared victorious. Testimony 

before the House subcommittee proved effective, and the full Public 

Lands committee on July 10 approved an $85,000,000 Canadian 

River dam project, despite concerns from some committee members 

over low interest rates granted the Panhandle municipalities.61 

Later that month. President Harry S. Truman promised Congressman 

Worley expeditious approval of the federal loan. Senator Lyndon B. 

Johnson and Representative Mahon agreed to call on Truman to 

ensure the President's continued support.62 With the full House 

approving the dam project in early August, and with Johnson and 

60u.S. Congress, House Committee on Public Lands, The Canadian River 
PrOJgCt; Hearings Before a Subcommittee on Irrigadon and Reclamation on H. 
R- 2733. 81st Cong., 1st sess., 1949, 45. 

61 Amarillo Times. 11 July 1949. 

<^2lbid., 27 July 1949. 
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Tom Connally sponsoring the Worley bill in the Senate, the Canadian 

River dam project appeared realized.6 3 

In mid-August, Senator Clinton Anderson of New Mexico, 

unwiUing to debate the Worley bill before examining the dam's 

impact on his state, announced his intention to block the legislation. 

While Anderson stalled in the Senate, engineers from the state of 

New Mexico began a 90-day study of the Canadian River project.64 

Anderson's tactics delayed the debate until the congressional session 

of 1950. In January of that year. Secretary of the Interior Oscar 

Chapman endorsed the legislation over Senator Anderson's continued 

resistance.65 But within months, the entire Panhandle water issue 

was moot; the Canadian River project had become one of the many 

domestic victims of America's entry into the Korean War. For the 

second time in ten years, the promise of a Canadian River dam was 

squelched.66 

Years after John McCarty had stepped away from involvement 

in Panhandle water conservation, the Canadian River dam and the 

resulting Lake Meredith National Recreation Area reached 

completion. The process took another thirteen years, beginning in 

May, 1953, with Governor Allen Shivers's approval of the Canadian 

63lbid., 4 August 1949. 

64Amarillo Daily News. 17 August 1949; Amarillo Globe. 30 August 1949; 
Amarillo Times. 30 August 1949. 

65Amarillo Times. 18 January 1950. 

66price and Rathjen, The Golden Spread. 121. 
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River Municipal Water Authority. In May, 1961, a loan repayment 

contract between the authority and the federal government was 

reached, and construction of the 228-foot high, 6,380 foot-long 

Sanford Dam began. On November 1, 1966, the dam and recreation 

area were dedicated.6 7 

John McCarty had no official involvement in the Lake Meredith 

project of the 1950s and 1960s; his attention during that period 

turned toward his public relations and life insurance ventures. 

Nonetheless, the ten years that he. Gene Worley, Lawrence Hagy, and 

others devoted to promoting the Canadian River dam proved 

invaluable to its ultimate completion. 

Though in many ways a distinct endeavor, the PWCA's fight to 

overcome the Southwestern states' water problems reflected the 

larger Western pattern of water development. As Paul Kleppner 

points out, the West's determination to channel federal funds to local 

water conservation projects discloses--ironically--the region's desire 

to remain independent of outside forces. Occasionally, efforts to 

harness water resources resulted in conflicts between different 

Western interests, as was the case in the dispute between Arizona 

and California over construction of Colorado River dams in the 1930s. 

"But," writes Kleppner, "these internal conflicts did not detract from 

the larger community of interest that united the western states on 

issues of regional growth." Citizens from New Mexico and West Texas 

might battle each other over issues of water distribution, but there 

67ibid. 
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was no disagreement over what Kleppner refers to as "the need for 

the federal government to play the primary role in funding the 

region's future development."68 

Yet for John McCarty and many other Westerners, federal 

funding was not synonymous with federal control over development. 

The culture of self-sufficiency that permeated the world of McCarty's 

pioneering parents did not collapse under the weight of Corps of 

Engineers and Reclamation Bureau expenditures. As Kleppner 

explains. Westerners like McCarty, while accepting the need for a 

federal role in funding water projects, defined those funds as a 

means of encouraging and extending self-reliance and individualism. 

"Increasing numbers of westerners came to see government as 

existing for strictly utilitarian purposes," Kleppner writes, "to 

perform the functions demanded by the people who created it." The 

proper role of government was "[c]reating opportunities for self-

reliant individuals," an outlook that "places a premium on 

individualist solutions even to problems . . . that clearly have larger 

social implications."69 McCarty shared that outlook, which captured 

the essence of the mission of the Panhandle Water Conservation 

Authority. 

68paul Kleppner, "Politics without Pardes: The Western States, 1900-
1984," in The Twendeth Century West: Historical Interpretations, ed. Gerald D. 
Nash and Richard Etulain (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1989), 329. 

69lbid., 330-31. 
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As William D. Rowley notes, public investment in Western 

conservation projects "played to the West's traditional growth 

aspirations and its ever-present boosterism."70 At the local level, 

John McCarty helped boost ideas for High Plains water conservation 

and then guided those ideas to their implementation. His soil and 

water conservation activism over a two-decade period surely stands 

as one of his greatest achievements. In examining the Texas 

Panhandle landscape on a map or from the vantage point of an 

aircraft, one sees ample evidence of McCarty's conservation legacy, a 

legacy marked by lake sites and recreation areas. Likewise, his 

legacy is evident in the belief held by many modern Northwest 

Texans that their region is an attractive place to live and to build a 

business. 

At a deeper level, the meaning of John McCarty's contribution 

to Panhandle water conservation might be best-understood in light 

of remarks made by the Soil Conservation Service's H. H. Finnell at 

the dedication of Buffalo Lake in May, 1939. "Out here in the Plains 

country," said Finnell, 

where water is precious, where permanent natural lakes 
are of rare occurrence or practically unknown, an 
undertaking of this kind has a special significance and 
value. It helps fill a long-felt need . . . to make life in this 
region richer and more pleasant. . . . In this country it 
does a man a lot of good just to see a large body of cool 
water.7 1 

70William D. Rowley, "The West as Laboratory and Mirror of Reform," in 
Nash and Etulain, eds.. The Twendfth Century West. 353. 
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Clearly, John McCarty's contribution to making Panhandle life a 

little richer cannot be denied. 

^1 Quoted in the Amarillo Sunday News-Globe. 26 October 1941, 
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CHAPTER VII 

LIVING HISTORY 

If John McCarty had an obsession, it was his preoccupation with 

the history of the Texas Panhandle. Mesmerized at a young age by 

tales of West Texas cowboys and cattlemen; witness to the era of 

High Plains pioneering; exposed to Panhandle history through a 

series of newspaper assignments; and perceptive about the 

relationship between Texas geography, history, myth, and culture, 

McCarty never lost an opportunity to interview an elderly cowboy, 

pastore. farmer, judge, or merchant. 

Indeed, McCarty devoted time and money to artists, poets, and 

story writers willing to contribute something to the Panhandle 

narrative. He approached all professional and civic endeavors with 

an historical perspective, a practice not overlooked by Amarillo 

Globe-News publisher Gene Howe, who, upon hiring McCarty in 1936, 

assigned him the daunting task of conceiving and editing the 

Amarillo Daily News "Golden Anniversary Issue" of August 1938, a 

mammoth 280-page history of Northwest Texas that, to this day, is 

an indispensable resource for students of the Texas Panhandle. 

He did much more. McCarty's booklet The Enchanted West was 

printed for distribution over nation-wide radio, and his master's 

thesis in history, published in 1946 as Maverick Town: The Story of 

Old Tascosa. experienced both critical acclaim and commercial 

success: the book set University of Oklahoma Press publishing 

records and received flattering reviews in academic journals, popular 
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magazines, and national newspapers. The untiring support and 

boosterism McCarty lent the Panhandle-Plains Historical Society 

proved crucial to that organization's journal and to the expansion of 

its museum. And to the end of his life, McCarty held a special 

affection for Palo Duro Canyon and its meaning for contemporary 

Panhandle residents. 

McCarty conceived a fundamental relationship between 

geography, history, myth, and culture. He saw in modern West 

Texan tenacity the fruition of pioneer struggles with drought, high 

winds, prairie fires, and blizzards against the backdrop of a treeless 

landscape. He believed the promotion of history an essential 

component of High Plains economic prosperity; for if third- and 

fourth-generation Plainsmen/women understood and appreciated 

the ordeals of their ancestors, they would feel the obligation to 

expand and broaden their ancestors' visions of a fruitful life on the 

Plains. Expressions of regional pride, through words, bricks, bronze, 

or oil paints, preserved adherence to values, devotion to family and 

neighbors, and loyalty to place. His contemporaries labeled McCarty 

a "great booster"; it was a boosterism that, while valuable for 

commercial development, ultimately reflected McCarty's overriding 

compulsion to define the Panhandle experience, to parade before his 

contemporaries older ideals and values that they might safeguard 

and emulate. 

Though he was better-suited for historical writing, McCarty's 

earliest publications, compiled or co-compiled while editor-publisher 

of the Dalhart Texan, were anthologies of poetry by regional writers. 
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In Prairie Nights and Yucca : A Bouquet of Poems From the Wind 

Washed Plains of the Texas Panhandle (1934). New Mexico in Verse 

(1935), and Wind in the Cottonwoods (1936), all published by the 

Dalhart Publishing Company, local writers (including McCarty 

himself) interpreted Panhandle scenes and memories, i No more than 

250-300 copies of each work were printed. Neverthless, they stand 

as the first anthologies of Panhandle poetry ever published. The 

various contributions "may not," as one reviewer noted, "rank high as 

poetry," but they do reveal Northwest Texans' perceptions of their 

milieu.2 The poetry expressed, a Globe-News reporter wrote, "the 

spirit of the Plains as more polished and academic verses would be 

unable to do."3 L. F. Sheffy, West Texas State College professor of 

history and secretary of the Panhandle-Plains Historical Society, 

described McCarty's compilation as "a valuable contribution to the 

literature of this section of the country."4 

Ijohn L. McCarty, comp., Prairie Nights and Yucca: A Bpuguet Qf Poemg 
From the Wind Washed Plains of thf Texas Panhandle (Dalhart, TX: Dalhart 

Publishing Company, 1934); William Felter and John L. McCarty, comps., Rew 
Mexico in Verse (Dalhart, TX: Dalhart Publishing Company, 1935); John L. 
McCarty, comp.. Wind in the Cottonwoods (Dalhart, TX: Dalhart Publishing 
Company, 1936). 

2"In Prairie Night and Yucca," n.d., an anonymous essay in the 
Manuscript and Interview Collecdons, Panhandle-Plains Museum, Canyon, TX. 

3"What they said about the 1934 Prairie Nights and Yucca," n.d., a list of 
comments by newspapermen and public and private cidzens, in Commyni tv 
Service Contest scrapbook, a bound volume in the John L. McCarty Papers, 
Amarillo Public Library, Amarillo, TX (hereafter cited as McCarty Papers). 

4lbid. 
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The anthologies, as was the case with his newspaper work in 

those years, reflect McCarty's eagerness to formulate a regional 

identity for the Panhandle. In remarks on the poets and poetry from 

the books' prefaces, McCarty reaffirms the two themes that marked 

his "dirty thirties" leadership: historical duty and geographical 

consciousness. McCarty conceded that the poetry was of little 

"literary merit"; one would have no more luck comparing local poetry 

to great literature than he/she would have transplanting prairie wild 

flowers to a garden or greenhouse. "So perhaps some of these poems 

more properly belong out on the open range," McCarty wrote, 

"around the chuck wagon, or against some fast eroding fence corner 

or small hill, where the wind is washing away the soil by day and 

night."5 In searching for a central theme for New Mexico in Verse. 

McCarty commented that he had at first envisioned a "'Geographical 

Anthology' of New Mexico," as the book had a "definite purpose of 

giving something of the spirit, and the scene that is New Mexico. . . ."6 

Wind in the Cottonwoods. compiled and published in the depths of 

the Dust Bowl crisis, embodied the Dalhart editor's desire to evince "a 

true picture of Panhandle scenes . . . a true spirit of reverence for . . . 

histroy [sic] and shrines . . . and a feeling for the hardships and the 

stark beauty in the elemental forces tugging at [the Panhandle] 

foundation."7 

5McCarty, comp., Prairie Nights and Yucca, n.p. 

6McCarty, comp.. New Mexico in Verse, n.p. 

7McCarty, comp.. Wind in the Cottonwoods. n.p. 
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In the three anthologies, as he did through his editorial and 

booster efforts, McCarty challenged readers to outlast their economic 

and psychological hardships: "People thrive best on adversity and so 

do writers and artists. The effect of storm and drouth and death 

exerts a profound influence on our writers. . . ."8 In typical fashion, 

blending optimism with tenacity, McCarty reminded his readers that 

beneath the black dust clouds lay the "vibrant power and beauty of 

our great Panhandle area. "9 

McCarty made no significant contribution to Panhandle 

literature. The style that served him well as a journalist and 

historian did not transfer to his verse, which, in poems like "The Saga 

of the Bluebonnet," tends to be maudlin and formulaic.lo His creative 

shortcomings aside, McCarty did, in works like "The Storm" and 

"Boothill," attempt to capture the physical and historical landscapes 

of Northwest Texas.n The latter work depicts his growing obsession 

with the ghost town of Old Tascosa, whose colorful characters and 

violent past would one day be the subject of a McCarty book. The 

poem in part reads: 

Blue Panhandle night . . . 
Parades ghosts both living, dead 
Back to the old stomping ground 
Flowing blood and wine of red . . . 

8lb id . 

9 lb id . 

lOMcCarty, comp.. Wind in the Cottonwoods. 142. 

11 McCarty, comp., Prairie Nights and Yucca. 226. 
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Blue Panhandle night . . . 
Casts a spell of death around. 12 

In addition to poetry, McCarty tried his hand at story writing, 

publishing several works in the popular newsstand piece. Ranch 

Romances. Though the fifteen-cent biweekly promoted its contents 

as "Love Stories of the Real West," Ranch Romances actually 

combined romance fiction with recollections of Western life. 

McCarty's best submission was "Old Blue," a memoir of his 

relationship with the favorite horse of his teenage years. The story 

is a remarkably insightful account of cattle horses, horse-trading, and 

horsemanship that, if read by someone unfamiliar with cattle 

country, would have provided an accurate depiction of World War 

I-era ranch-life. Complemented with illustrations by Clarendon, 

Texas, artist Harold Bugbee, "Old Blue" leaves little to doubt about the 

author's knowledge of cattle horses, a knowledged gleaned from his 

father, an experienced and recognized trader and breaker who, in 

words from the story, "could break and handle any horse living." 13 

McCarty's earthy descriptions of Old Blue can, to this day, be 

heard in similar form, in stables, ranch-house kitchens, or cowboy 

bars, from Montana to Central Texas: 

The bay had been broken and was simply a dog of a pony, 
tired out, runted and weak. The blue was an outlaw, 
boogered, and apparently had the frame to back up a 
spirited temper. (91) 

12McCarty, comp.. Wind in the Cottonwoods. 143. 

13John L. McCarty, "Old Blue," Ranrh Romances. 29 December 1944, 91, 
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He was also cold-jawed, which is an ornery condition 
wherein the nerves of a horse's jaw are frozen or 
paralyzed. Usually such an animal has been injured 
by a thoughtless trainer with the wrong kind of a 
bridle. (91-92) 

He was a good looker, even if a bit on the leggy side for a 
cowhorse. (92) 

He also had achieved something of a local reputation for 
his speed and stamina. He never was much to rope from, 
because he wasn't tamed enough for the job. He would 
do in a pinch but there was some danger to animal and 
man in roping from him. (92) 

The winter of 1918-19 was one of the worst in the 
history of the Texas Plains . . . . I spent most of that 
winter feeding cattle, repairing windmills, tailing up 
old cows and bringing in calves. Old Blue worked like a 
trooper all the way. He was downright safe on slippery 
ice or on ice-crusted snow. (93) 

McCarty probably took liberties and romanticized his 

recollections of riding and working Old Blue; one would have to 

wonder if a magazine entitled Ranch Romances would accept 

anything less idealized than that provided by McCarty. Whatever 

the case, the story stands as an effective, well-written testimony of 

the Panhandle cattle-country and the people and animals inhabiting 

that region in the 1910s. 

Throughout his newspaper career, McCarty worked diligently 

to promote local writers and artists. During his years at the editor's 

desks of the Dalhart Texan and Amarillo Dailv News. McCarty 

provided both moral and financial support to writers like Laura V. 
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Hamner, Willie Newbury Lewis, and William Russell Clark, editor of 

the Memphis (TX) Democrat and a writer McCarty referred to as 

"The Poet Laureate of the Panhandle." While at the Texan. McCarty 

published a Clark short story and, in the February 2, 1934, issue of 

the paper, printed two pages of Clark's poetry. Clark thanked 

McCarty for "[making] a somebody out of a nobody," assuring the 

Dalhart editor that "I am so utterly undeserving of what you have 

done for me . . . that words fail to convey my feelings."14 In turn, 

Clark routinely urged McCarty to "write the epic of West Texas, 

starting in at the very beginning and tracing every step in its 

onward, adventurous ascent," a task made possible, Clark reasoned, 

by the "vast sums" appropriated for federal writing projects. "With 

the stroke of his pen. President Roosevelt could sign an Executive 

Order starting the work immediately," Clark insisted. "I believe it 

would appeal to him. But how to reach Roosevelt—that is the 

problem!" 15 McCarty never sought federal monies to fund his West 

Texas epic, the Golden Anniversary Issue, but surely the 

encouragement from Clark and others like him spurred him toward 

that end. 

In 1941, a year before her Short Grass and Longhorns was 

published by the Univesity of Oklahoma Press, Laura Hamner, a 

former Potter County, Texas, school superintendent and a sometime 

14William Russell Clark to John L. McCarty, 4 February 1934, Drawer 3, 
Folder 190, McCarty Papers. 

15ciark to McCarty, 15 October 1934, Drawer 3, Folder 190, McCarty 
Papers. 
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columnist for the Daily News, pleaded with McCarty for a personal 

loan, as well as his assistance in selling excess copies of a book she 

had written for teenage audiences. Hamner, bitter at the successes of 

other historians-"Every year I have to sit at that [Panhandle-Plains] 

Historical banquet and hear the speakers talk of Evetts Haley, the 

writer of history, as though he was the only one"—was financially 

strapped. "John, please help me," she wrote: 

I am fairly desperate over this and so I turn to the only 
person in Amarillo that is never too busy nor too 
self-engrossed to help the fellow who needs help. 
Everyone knows that you are that way and so I am sure 
that you are beset with people like I am.i6 

McCarty responded, sending Hamner, over the course of the year, 

several checks for which she returned her thanks. 17 

By 1942, the year Hamner's book reached publication, few 

historians of West Texas history would conclude their research 

without consulting what had become, and remains, an original: the 

Amarillo Sunday News-Globe "Golden Anniversary Issue" of August 

14, 1938. One of publisher Gene Howe's motives for assigning 

McCarty to editor's position was Howe's long-held dream of special 

issue devoted entirely to the pre-history and history of the 

Panhandle. McCarty's limitless energy, his organizational skiHs, and 

16Laura V. Hamner to John L. McCarty, 18 March 1941, Drawer 3, Folder 
228, McCarty Papers. 

17Hamner to McCarty, 8 May and 30 December, 1941, Drawer 3, Folder 
228, McCarty Papers. 
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his passion for history convinced Howe that, under the ex-Texan 

editor's leadership, his vision would be realized. 

Upon accepting the challenge of planning, outlining, and 

directing the historical issue, McCarty began contacting Southwestern 

historians who, in his opinion, appreciated the significance of High 

Plains history. Among others, he consulted J. Frank Dobie and Walter 

Prescott Webb at the University of Texas, and L. F. Shelley at West 

Texas State College, all of whom eventually contributed manuscripts 

for the anniversary issue. As he began imagining the issue's 

chronological and topical arrangement, McCarty frequently sought 

the opinion of these and other historians to gauge their thoughts on 

the project. 18 

On August 8, 1937, Gene Howe's staff used the front-page of 

the Sunday News-Globe to urge planning of celebrations 

commensurate with Potter County's fifty years, 1887-1937. The 

editors proudly announced that, during the ensuing year, the 

company would prepare a special historical issue, plans for which 

"have been discussed for years by the News-Globe family with the 

admonition of Gene Howe, the publisher, that this edition be made 

the best of which the organization is capable." Arrangements for the 

issue, noted the story, were being made by editor and associate 

publisher John McCarty, who had been assigned to write the history 

of Potter County, a portion of which appeared on that day's front-

18Amarillo Sundav News-Globe. "Golden Anniversary Issue," 14 August 
1938, Secdon G-3, 18. Hereafter cited as Golden Anniversary Issue. 
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page beneath the headline "Potter County Begins Golden Anniversary 

Today."i9 

Jeanne (McCarty) Claytor remembers the years 1936 to 1938 

as a hectic period in her father's life. "We ate, drank, and slept [the 

historical issue] for years," she recalls. "It was very important to 

him. He talked about it at home all the time."20 McCarty wrote 

dozens of letters to High Plains pioneers, and sought photographs of 

ranchers, cowboys, merchants, oil men, town-sites, and railroads. He 

secured the services of illustrators Harold Bugbee and Ben Carlton 

Mead. He asked J. Evetts Haley and other historians to submit 

bibliographical information.21 He requested scholars, archaeologists, 

fellow newspapermen, local residents, and history buffs to contribute 

manuscripts, biographies, short stories, and poems, and paid them all 

according to a standard space-rate.22 He and his staff wrestled with 

editing, lay-out, and organization as they struggled to beat the 

August, 1938, deadline. He did this, in addition to fulfilling his 

fundamental duties as the editor of a city daily and steering water 

conservation efforts on the Southern Plains. 

The product of McCarty's time and toils was-and remains-a 

remarkable journalistic achievement, a 280-page, four-pound 

19Amarillo Sundav News-Globe. 6 August 1937. 

20Evelyn Jeanne Claytor to Sean J. Flynn, interview, Amarillo, Texas, 12 
July 1997-

21 John L. McCarty to J. Evetts Haley, 5 August 1937, J. Evetts Haley 
Collection, Nita Stewart Haley Memorial Library, Midland, TX. 

22A. W . Thompson to John L. McCarty, 21 March 1938, Drawer 4, File 264, 
McCarty Papers. 
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newspaper that its creator referred to as "Living History." "[F]or the 

first time," declared McCarty, "an organized, orderly account of 

events that make up the history of the Texas High Plains has been 

complied." As always, McCarty addressed the idea of a High Plains 

identity: through the reading of the anniversary issue, he contended, 

"the Panhandle will come to know itself better." He boasted that 

university and municipal libraries had ordered reference copies of 

what would stand as "the most valuable collection of source material 

on this section of the Southwest ever compiled," and he predicted 

that teachers, students, historians, and novelists "will be using it for 

years to come."23 He was right. 

McCarty organized the issue into seven sections, following a 

chronological manner reminiscent of Frederick Jackson Turner's 

stages of frontier development: "Native Indian era," "Early 

Exploration period," "Comanchero era," "Buffalo Hunting-Indian war 

period," "The Open Range era," "Immigration-Settlement period," and 

"Oil, Gas and Industrial era." Each chapter was designed to serve as a 

"complete chapter" of Potter County and High Plains history, although 

biographies, institutional histories, and anecdotes appear throughout 

the issue. Photographs and illustrations of Texas Rangers, High Plains 

homesteaders. Panhandle athletes, railroad stations, and post offices 

adorn the pages. Article titles reveal the issue's comprehensiveness: 

"Women in Buffalo Camp," "Poles Love the Soil," "Land Companies," 

"The Old Plains Doctor Defied the Elements," "Will Rogers Gets a Job 

23Golden Anniversary Issue, Section G-3, 18. 

196 



Here." Acknowledging the omission of many submitted items, 

McCarty informed readers of occasional supplementary pages, 

carried in subsequent issues, that would cover such diverse themes 

as Potter County radio stations. Old Tascosa, Panhandle poets, parks 

and roads, and the "History of Livery Stables and Wagon Yards."24 

McCarty again contributed a chapter on Potter County history, 

but the recollection of his family's emigration to West Texas in 

August, 1915, captured in the story "Lift Me up and Let Me Stand by 

Faith on Heaven's Table Land," was especially satisfying. The title, 

taken from the lines of a popular Methodist hymn sung by his 

mother as the family wagon climbed the Caprock, discloses less about 

McCarty's religious beliefs than his glorification of High Plains living. 

With its vivid descriptions of camp-life and World War I-era rural 

Texas, "Lift Me up" remains an excellent account of pioneer travels to 

one of the last unsettled areas of the West.2 5 

McCarty predicted that the Golden Anniversary Issue, as an 

exhaustive historical record of the Texas High Plains, would stand 

the test of time. "Years from now," he wrote in 1938, "you will get it 

out and turn its yellowing pages, and the personalities and events of 

an all-but-forgotten age will come to life again for you."26 Sixty 

years later, it is hard to question that prediction: it is harder still to 

imagine any West Texas scholar conducting any pre-World War II 

24lbid., 1. 

25Ibid., Section F, 1. 

26ibid., Section G-3, 18. 
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research without consulting the pages of the Golden Anniversary 

Issue. 

As an historical document, the News-Globe historical issue 

deserves special attention. Conversely, McCarty's The Enchanted 

West, a thirty-six page (sans page numbers) booklet published in 

1944 by the Dr. Pepper Company of Dallas and intended for airing 

over nation-wide radio, does not. Enchanted West is a curious 

combination of booster pamphlet, travel guide, landmark directory, 

historical narrative. Western romance novel, and popular magazine. 

Though distributed to universities, colleges, and secondary schools, 

there can be little question that Dr. Pepper's target audience was the 

Easterner, Southerner, or Midwesterner who, though yet to visit the 

Western United States, had familiarized him/herself with the 

mythical West of dime novels, movies, and ballads. 

McCarty met the company's marketing expectations. Airy, trite 

descriptions of Western peoples and landscapes are built around 

Charles M. Russell's adage that "[t]he West is like a sweetheart; you 

may lose her but you will not forget her." The West defies definition, 

writes McCarty, for "[h]ow can you measure spirit, love, open minds, 

big hearts, strong handclasps, lusty welcomes, new and broad 

traditions, individualism in a general pattern of liberty, friendship, 

and kinship with God, the stars and great distances?" The West, with 

its "million moods," remains "more feminine than masculine," her 

"atmosphere" leading the individual down the road of religion or 

philosophy.27 
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McCarty took pains to glorify each enchanting aspect of the 

West, past and present. He recounted the exploits of Francisco 

Coronado, Kit Carson, Sam Houston, and Charles Goodnight, and 

described the "colorful personalities" of the outlaws and lawmen who 

"wrote their own laws and backed their own code of honor with 

thundering guns." Modern "talked about men" included Amon Carter, 

Henry J. Kaiser, Clark Gable, and a probably undeserving personal 

choice of McCarty's, Gene Howe. An overview of rodeo history and 

culture is followed by a list of professional rodeo champions. 

McCarty provided readers with several authentic chuck wagon 

recipes, including sourdough biscuits, "Son-of-a-Gun Stew," and 

"Ranch Coffee." The mediums behind the invention of the mythic 

West—Western movies, books, and paintings-are critiqued, and 

cattle brands—"the coat-of-arms of a noble western aristocracy"--

explained. 

Yet occasionally, amidst the stereotypes prevalent in Enchanted 

West, one finds valuable, even insightful historical and social 

commentary. While preparing the booklet, McCarty was, in addition 

to his editorial responsibilities, gathering data for his master's thesis 

in history from West Texas State College. His research on the history 

of Old Tascosa included an original treatment of a lesser known but 

no less ruthless killer than Billy the Kid, one Sostenes I'Archeveque. 

McCarty the graduate student introduced readers of Enchanted West 

to Sostenes and other "little men" of the West. In an effective 

27john L. McCarty, The Enchanted West (Dallas: Dr. Pepper Company, 
1944), n.p. 
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interpretafion of early Western movies, McCarty discusses the 

significance of William S. "Bill" Hart, a film actor of the 1910s and 

1920s who challenged motion picture portrayals of Native Americans 

and protested the treatment shown horses and cattle in early 

Western films. McCarty's segments on Western ranching and fashion 

are particularly discerning. Over three decades before historian 

William Savage assessed the impact of "the cowboy hero" on 

American culture,28 McCarty noted that when visiting major cities, 

one witnessed both men and women adorned in ranch-style clothing, 

"for the most sophisticated of urban dwellers . . . are vastly intrigued 

by the western influence." In the booklet's short but factually-dense 

segment on ranching history, McCarty reveals his mastery of the 

history of Northwest Texas's major ranching operations and 

operators. 

Nevertheless, despite its occasional historical perspective. The 

Enchanted West remains slick ballyhoo. In style and organization, it 

is little different than the glossy brochures prepared by current-day 

tourism bureaus, commercial clubs, or vacation-land entrepreneurs 

and distibuted in every gas station between Wall Drug, South Dakota, 

and Knott's Berry Farm, California. 

So why would a proven, respected forty-three-year-old 

newspaper editor, one pursuing scholarly research in a graduate 

program, apparently reduce himself to such writing? Money, 

28william Savage, Jr., The Cowboy Hero: His Image in American HisK 
and Culture (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979). 

n\ 
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obviously, was a factor in the decision; certainly the Dr. Pepper 

company rewarded McCarty handsomely for his manuscript. 

Nevertheless, as he would demonstrate his entire career, McCarty 

took a sincere interest in the Panhandle tourism industry. He 

boosted Panhandle tourism as resolutely as he investigated 

Panhandle history and culture. He found nothing anomalous about 

the dual purpose, for he believed that virtues and values extracted 

from the Panhandle heritage-a heritage both mythical and 

historical--would ultimately shape the Panhandle's economic future. 

Thus, without suffering any internal quandry, McCarty could 

embellish on Western myths and legends that served to promote 

Texas Panhandle attractions, while simultaneously producing 

historical works acceptable to a select group of Western scholars and 

critics. For McCarty, both literary approaches—the elevation of myth, 

the interpretation of history—were essential to defining the 

Panhandle experience. He wanted High Plains residents to identify 

themselves in relation to both history and myth so that they might 

accomodate their pioneer past with Panhandle modernization. In a 

few short decades, Northwest Texas had gone from frontier Tascosa 

to forward-looking Amarillo; John McCarty was convinced that he 

would bring continuity, relevance, and meaning to that transition. 

In the sense that McCarty committed himself to defining the 

Panhandle ethos, his writings can be analyzed within the context of 

the inter-war period artistic and intellectual movement known as 

The Regionalist Movement. In his book. Revolt of the Provinces: The 

Regionalist Movement in America. 1920-1945. Robert L. Dorman 
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notes that, through the works of regionalists like Walter Prescott 

Webb and J. Frank Dobie, America confronted her transformation 

from a rural, frontier society to an urbanized, conunercial society. 

Regionalists, notes Dorman, contended that "indigenous folk-rural 

cultures" could be understood only within the context of "their 

association with particular geographical and historical regions of the 

country," a definition especially pertinent to John McCarty's historical 

paradigm. In regionalist literature, folklore, and history, an author's 

particular region, whether it be Midwest, South, or West, "was posed 

against . . . modern tendencies as the means toward a richer, freer, 

and more humane way of life."29 Regionalists, concludes Dorman, 

sought to accomodate the "homogenizing urban industrial complex . . . 

with local folkways and environments" so as to safeguard local 

people's communitarian cultures against "the metropolitan flood 

swelling in the cities and overflowing into rural byways."30 

Regionalists--and here McCarty is certainly no 

exception—attached a special importance to frontier/rural myths. In 

pursuing their conservative task of rerooting rural America to the 

values of an "older America," regional writers, in Dorman's words, 

relished "a confrontation with history, with 'contemporary social 

realities,' armed and guided by those myths." Myths took on "an 

ideological 'charge,' a charge reflected in the analytical frameworks 

29Robert L. Dorman, Revolt of the Provinces: The Regionalist Movement 
in America. 1920-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993), 
xii. 

30lbid., 127. 
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and methodologies and in the very style and tone of their words." 

Folk ideology connoted ideals of family, cooperation, democracy, and 

a unique blend of self-sufficient individualism/religious 

communalism. Whatever their artistic vehicle, regionalists extolled 

"the last bedraggled remnants of the folk, who, despite their plight, 

yet embodied the humane values by which America might redeem 

itself. "31 

Regional writers like John McCarty committed themselves to 

Utopian ideals. When asked why her father involved himself in 

numerous local and regional projects, Jeanne (McCarty) Claytor 

stated, matter-of-factly, that it was "his wish to build the ideal 

community."32 As reflected in the theme of the Golden Anniversary 

Issue, McCarty desired some form of continuity between past and 

present communities. Though satisfied that industrial progress 

provided many benefits to Panhandle society--he would never have 

disputed the advantages of modern agricultural and conservation 

science or the expansion of the South Plains transportation and 

commerce—McCarty feared that the public's indifference toward 

history would nullify the folk character, values, and beliefs that 

distinguished Northwest Texas. As McCarty had preached repeatedly 

during the dark days of the 1930s, compromising the cultural 

heritage of the Panhandle suggested the irrelevance of the region 

and its inhabitants' geographical and historical identity. 

31lbid., 152-53. 

32ciaytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 

203 



McCarty's mission to salvage Panhandle heritage would explain 

the dozens of pioneer interviews he conducted during the 1920s, 

1930s, and 1940s. McCarty was obsessive in his recording of 

conversations. Jeanne Claytor remembers that he "always" carried a 

pencil and several sheets of paper, folded accordion-style, in his 

short pocket in the event that he might bump into an old-timer 

willing to tell a story from the old days. "I never saw him without 

[pencil and paper]," Claytor recalls, noting that McCarty's friends and 

colleagues repeatedly teased him about "always taking notes." She 

remembers her father as a curious and meticulous chronicler: 

"Whenever he saw something or someone that interested him, he 

wrote about it. And when he did interviews, he wrote down 

everything. Always took his time, to get to know the person."33 

McCarty's subjects represented a wide-range of backgrounds 

and experiences. Many had witnessed frontier violence; all had 

experienced trials that, from McCarty's perspective, had shaped the 

Panhandle character. Many were hard-nosed survivors of an 

unpredictable, unforgiving environment who had come to call the 

Panhandle "home." 

"Bones" Hooks, an African-American cowboy and ranch-hand, 

recalled for McCarty his near-hanging at the hands of "strange white 

men" who had, just moments before, hung his two "bosses." Eighty-

year-old George D. Harper, ex-Motley County sheriff and who, in his 

early thirties helped drive 1,500 cattle from Lincoln County, New 

33lbid . 
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Mexico, to Amarillo, explained to McCarty that "[i]n the old days most 

men got killed because they were courting, or looking for trouble-it 

wasn't hard to find." H. A. Nobles described a gunfight between 

Texas Ranger John L. Sullivan and "some desperados," and H. C 

Harding recalled a story told him by Murdo McKenzie, featuring a 

gunfight in a Tascosa saloon where, following the shooting, the 

bartender pressed his thumb "against a bullet hole in a barrel of 

whiskey to stop the leakage." Guarding against any loose definitions 

of "pioneers," one Sam Lancaster, who in 1862 witnessed the slaying 

of his parents at the hands of Kiowas, asserted that "[f]olks that come 

here after the 90s are not Old Timers."3 4 

Many of the dozens of interviews conducted by McCarty served 

as the foundation for his master's thesis on the Canadian River ghost-

town of Tascosa. But McCarty's quest for his Master of Arts degree, 

even his Bachelor of Arts degree, was anything but traditional. Upon 

marrying Susan Baird and taking his first newspaper position in 

1923, McCarty discontinued his full-time undergraduate status at 

West Texas State College (WTSC). With the exception of his residency 

in Dalhart (1929-36), McCarty continued until 1945 to enroll in WTSC 

extension and night courses, eventually receiving his BA in history in 

1942. McCarty delivered his own commencement address that year, 

encouraging those students unable to attend day classes to continue 

their higher education.35 

34These and other interviews can be found in Drawer 1, File 3, McCarty 
Papers . 
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During the next three years McCarty, while continuing with his 

duties as Amarillo Dailv News editor-associate publisher, labored to 

safisfy his graduate school course-requirements. Those history 

professors most responsible for McCarty's scholarly maturity-Hattie 

M. Anderson, Ima C Barlow, and L. F. Sheffy-granted him 

permission to complete some of his course work outside the 

classroom. McCarty wrote most of his thesis at night, relying on 

daughter Jeanne to proof-read pages that went to a typist the 

following morning.36 

McCarty continued his interviews of Tascosa survivors and of 

early Panhandle settlers who had experienced the town in it heyday. 

(He listed thirty-three interviews in Maverick Town's bibliography, 

nearly all conducted by himself.) He explored thoroughly the 

Tascosa site and the surrounding area, and read an entire file of 

Tascosa Pioneer newspapers (1886-1891) discovered in an Amarillo 

attic about 1927. Word of McCarty's original research reached the 

offices of the Texas State Historical Association (TSHA) and the Texas 

Folklore Society, which invited the Amarillo editor to speak to their 

joint convention in 1943. The TSHA's H. Bailey Carroll requested that 

McCarty tell convention-goers the Tascosa story, urging him to 

balance his address between "half facts and half flavor. Some of 

your delightful stories must be told, particularly the one about the 

35The New Handbook of Texas, vol. 5 (Ausdn: Texas State Historical 
Associadon, 1996), 373. 

36ciaytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 
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fellow with the big overcoat pulling the gun on the youngster and 

saying, 'Now you drink that one and we'll both die together.'"3 7 

The Texas State Historical Association granted McCarty a 

Rockefeller Scholarship in 1944. When he received his MA in history 

from West Texas State College in 1945, his thesis had already gained 

the attention of, among others, the University of Oklahoma Press, 

which in 1946 published it as Maverick Town: The Storv of Old 

Tascosa.38 

The story of Tascosa, a Texas Panhandle cattle town located on 

the banks of the Canadian River between present-day Channing and 

Vega, is, as McCarty suggested, "worth the telling for its own sake."39 

Though the settlement of Tascosa was disorderly and, in the end, 

temporary, McCarty placed its history within the context of Frederick 

Jackson Turner's thesis of frontier epochs, of a distinguishable 

succession of frontiers that altered and shaped the cultural attitudes 

and habits of frontiersmen. Tascosa served as a camping site for 

plains natives and Spanish explorers; a Comanchero trading post; a 

settlement for Mexican pastores: a supply center and entertainment 

capital in the era of open-range ranching; a destination for High 

Plains pioneers; and, with the onset of barbed-wire fencing, a center 

3 7 H . Bailey Carroll to John L. McCarty, 30 October 1942, Drawer 3, File 
235, McCarty Papers. 

38c. L. Sonnichsen, foreword to John L. McCarty, Maverick Town: The 
Story of Old Tascosa (1946; reprint, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1988), ix-x. 

39McCarty, Maverick Town, xiv. 
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of the business-ranch community, a frontier phase which Tascosa did 

not survive. In short, argues McCarty, "Tascosa was unique: so much 

of the history of the open range centered there and so many things 

came first to Tascosa that it telescoped into a few decades the history 

of a people and the development of an industry."4 0 

An important element of McCarty's theoretical framework, and 

an issue that the book repeatedly turns to, is the inherent conflict 

between Tascosa's "big" and "little" men. Here McCarty shows his 

concern with the democratic possibilities of Western living: that 

"men, welded together in common brotherhood by the bounty of 

grass and the solitude of distance," might determine their fate, might 

repulse the economic and political influences of Eastern and 

European big men.4i For McCarty, this demonstration of community 

activism symbolized "the spirit of Tascosa and its little men," a spirit 

which, when writing in 1945, he declared "alive."42 it was surely a 

spirit which McCarty struggled to define and animate in Dalhart 

during the Dust Bowl days of the 1930s. 

In his book, McCarty developed six themes: pre-Anglo 

settlement; features of Anglo settlement and open-range ranching; 

the characters and characteristics of outlawry; the social and 

economic conditions of cowboy life; The Tascosa Pioneer and its 

influence; and the death of Tascosa following the advent of barbed-

40ibid., xiii. 

41lbid., xiv. 

42lbid., 258. 
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wire fencing, large-scale ranching operations, and the passing of 

Tascosa by several national railroad companies. Within this 

framework, McCarty paints a colorful portrait of the frontier 

Panhandle. McCarty's portrayal of Sostenes I'Archeveque, the 

French-Mexican-Indian "bad man" of the Canadian River country, is 

truly original, especially his comparison of Sostenes with William 

"Billy the Kid" Bonney.43 McCarty describes early Panhandle ranches 

like the LIT (1876) and the LX (1877), and relates the careers of two 

early Tascosa businessmen, G. J. Howard and James E. McMasters.44 

As it developed, Tascosa came to represent "more nearly than any 

other town a complete cross-section of the rangeland West," a 

collection of round-up crews, trail-herd cowboys, ranch operators, 

nesters, saloon owners, prostitutes, and gamblers, energized by its 

complex ethnic make-up of Anglo, African-American, Mexican, and 

Native American peoples.45 

In a chapter devoted to Billy the Kid's exploits in Tascosa, 

McCarty discusses the problem of cattle theft and the formation in 

1880 of the Panhandle Cattlemen's Association, organized to confront 

the sharp rise in open-range rustling.46 He emphasizes that Tascosa's 

volatile jumble of transients and outlaws produced an environment 

43lbid., 20. 

44ibid., 42-55. 

45lbid., 56. 

46lbid., 75-94. 
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"of high adventure, exciting gunplay, and uncontrolled violence."47 

Between seventeen and twenty-seven bodies rested in the town's 

Boot Hill Cemetery, evidence that the book's dramatic accounts of 

frontier violence are not exaggerated. 

McCarty designates the cowboy strike of 1883 as the classic 

example of the "big outfits vs. little men" conflict. Though it failed, 

"[t]he strike gave impetus . . . and further stimulus" to the practice by 

individual cowboys of gathering and branding maverick cattle with 

their own brands, a practice that increased with frequency during 

the mid-1880s.48 Yet, as McCarty notes, many cowboys remained 

loyal to their outfits, a condition that led to the bloody "Big Fight" gun 

battle of March, 1886.49 in McCarty's estimation, the Big Fight "was 

merely a local phase of the fight over the whole cattle world between 

the little men and the big interests. The days of the open range," he 

wrote, "with free grass, full opportunity, rugged and vicious 

individualism, and all of the romance associated with those times 

were drawing to a close."50 Barbed-wire and the devastation caused 

by barbed-wire barriers during the range-fire of 1885 and the 

blizzard of 1886 accelerated that closing.5i 

47lbid., 80. 

48ibid., 114. 

49lbid., 140-55. 

50lbid., 156. 

51lbid., 156-69. 
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In self-endearing fashion, McCarty devotes the book's longest 

chapter to C F. Rudolph, editor of the Tascosa Pioneer His estimation 

of Rudolph's journalistic role bears a striking resemblance to the 

estimation McCarty had of his own: the Pioneer "spread the 

reputation of Tascosa" and promoted its development; Rudolph 

"crystallized opinion . . . and rode herd on the community"; his 

editorial columns "painted an accurate and appreciative picture of a 

community." Rudolph was, in McCarty's words, "a brilliant booster" 

who was "always boasting of the present superiority or the future 

greatness of his beloved Tascosa."52 if this assessment of Rudolph's 

character and personality prove accurate, McCarty had found in the 

Old Tascosa editor a man after his own heart. 

The book's forceful closing chapter, "How A Town Dies," traces 

Tascosa's decline from the late 1880s through World War I. A series 

of events accelerated the process: the severe drought—and dust 

storms—of 1889-91; the toll of tick fever on cattle herds; the Chicago, 

Rock Island, and Gulf railroad's by-passing of Tascosa; the Canadian 

River flood of 1893.53 Other towns—Hartley, for instance—continued 

to prosper, but Tascosa faltered. One day in the early 1920s, 

McCarty concludes, the sons of a local Tascosa apple farmer "tore 

down the remaining old adobe houses . . . and planted squash in a 

ground that had once been fertilized by the blood of real Western 

52lbid., 194-96. 

53lbid., 229-257. 
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men."54 Today, Cal Farley's Boys Ranch stands on the site of Old 

Tascosa. 

Maverick Town, with its illustrations by McCarty's friend and 

colleague, Harold D. Bugbee, received considerable popular and 

scholarly attention. The New York Herald Tribune termed the book 

"a solid contribution to Southwestern history," while the The New 

Yorker described it as "lively" and "authentic." Writing for the Dallas 

Morning News. Walter Prescott Webb commented on the skillful 

manner in which McCarty used his "fresh" sources. In his review of 

Maverick Town for the Chicago Sunday Tribune. Stanley Vestal 

recommended that the "full and readable account" of Tascosa "should 

be a strong contender for the Texas Book of the Year award."55 A 

writer for the Houston Press reflected a consensus held by both 

critics and the general reading public: "It isn't often that a history 

makes more enthralling reading than the best of contemporary 

fiction, but such is the work of Mr. McCarty."5 6 

In what must have proved most gratifying to McCarty, two 

leading scholarly journals registered their approval of the book. 

Writing for the Mississippi Vallev Historical Review. William A. 

Settle, Jr., commented on McCarty's appraisal of "the 'little' people 

and the events which made up the everyday life of Tascosa. . . . " 

Settle, confident that the book would "rank high among the books on 

54lbid., 257. 

5 5 Quoted from excerpts from reviews on the back cover of ibid. 

56sonnichsen, foreword to ibid., x. 
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Western towns," indicated it had value for both historians and 

sociologists.57 Eric P. Kelly, reviewing Maverick Town for the 

American Historical Review, noted that he knew "of no other book in 

which this phase of American frontier life is so painstakingly shown." 

Kelly praised McCarty for his keen analysis of "living sources."58 

Sales of the book were phenomenal. Publication in 1946 was 

delayed for several months due to hundreds of pre-printing orders. 

The book's first edition sold-out in fifteen days, followed by a second 

printing that was exhausted before the end of the year. By 1952, 

11,000 copies of Maverick Town had been sold, a record-breaking 

performance for a regional publisher.59 The University of Oklahoma 

Press published the book as a paperback in 1988, and it continues to 

sell in bookstores and museums throughout the Great Plains and 

Southwest. 

Critics' recognition of the book's colorful, compelling tone 

nearly dismisses one of two fundamental messages McCarty wished 

to convey about Tascosa. First, the town and McCarty's beloved little 

men had, for all their spunk and vitality, disappeared, the victims of 

environmental and economic forces they could not control. Writing 

in 1967, McCarty, the consummate idealist if ever there was one, 

concluded that, despite two decades of rapid technological advances. 

57william A. Setde, Jr., review of Maverick Town, by John L. McCarty, 
Mississippi Vallev Historical Review 33 (December 1946): 499-500. 

58Eric P. Kelly, review of ibid., American Historical Review 52 (July 
1947): 807. 

59sonnichsen, foreword to Maverick Town, vii. 
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"the conflict between the haves and have-nots in our society 

continues."60 Nevertheless, McCarty argued that-and here lies the 

book's second, and more optimistic, message-Tascosa's spirit and the 

democratic spirit of Tascosa's little men had survived. McCarty took 

seriously the idea of spirit, as if it were linked to a region's identity 

in the same manner as topography, climate, or flora. And the 

democratic possibilities of the nineteenth-century Panhandle, he 

maintained, were evident in the modern Panhandle. The Canadian 

River country remained "'the greatest next year country' of the semi-

arid West," and Tascosa, though gone, had "made a great contribution 

to a fast-changing, ever-developing empire."61 

In a fashion consistent with other Western regionalists of the 

period, McCarty had, long before writing Maverick Town, 

acknowledged the benefits of Panhandle progress. Yet journeying 

into the future while jettisoning the baggage of the past was 

unacceptable. McCarty simply could not imagine a modern 

Panhandle citizenry unmindful of the manner in which Tascosans— 

determined, rugged, reckless, resourceful—had shaped the region's 

identity. Such ignorance was a far greater tragedy than the 

extinction of one small Panhandle cow town. 

McCarty wrote other works besides Maverick Town, of which 

the best known is Adobe Walls Bride: The Story of Billy and Olive 

Dixon, published in 1955. The book traces the lives of Billy-famed 

60McCarty, Maverick Town. 262. 

61lbid., 260-61. 
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Indian scout and survivor of the battles of Buffalo Wallow and Adobe 

Walls—and his wife Olive, both Virginia natives who settled on the 

Texas High Plains in the days of the open range. Despite the 

controversy swirling about Western history circles in the 1950s 

concerning the relevance of Turnerian principles, McCarty persisted 

with a "significance of the frontier" approach. As he had done in 

Maverick Town nine years earlier, McCarty, contending that Adobe 

Walls Bride "shows more clearly than anything else we know 

something of the history of the country and the people in it," 

elaborated on the cultural impact of early Panhandle settlement. As 

were "the first few generations in any new country," the Panhandle's 

"adventurous" pioneers were "vigorous and vital," though exposed to 

"long hardship, many setbacks and sometimes, for isolated groups, 

tragic failures." But, McCarty asserted, men and women like the 

Dixons "loved the region, . . . understood its potentialities" and, in the 

end, "created civilizations in the wilds" marked by distinctive 

"[h]ouses and fences, gardens and orchards, law and order, schools 

and churches, and a culture of family, of unselfishness, of conmierce, 

of 'live and let live,' and of the golden rule. . . ." For McCarty, the 

Dixons were "a representative pioneer couple," the founding of their 

home near Adobe Walls "multiplied by tens of thousands in the 

plains' golden spread." Architects of a "new world" far removed from 

their frontier experience, the Dixons nonetheless "stayed in 

character" in that new world, "an empire of homes and great 

wealth."62 
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In sales or stature, Adobe WaHs Bride never matched the 

success of Maverick Town even though both books depended heavily 

on first-hand accounts of early High Plains settlement (McCarty 

conducted extensive interviews with OHve Dixon, who had 

maintained considerable amounts of letters, scrapbooks, and 

records). As Southwestern historian C L. Sonnichsen noted, Maverick 

Town remains McCarty's "monument": 

He had the supreme satisfaction, reserved for grass-roots 
historians, of being at the right place at the right time to 
get the full story, pursuing it with a dedication that 
professional historians seldom display, and saying the 
final word on his subject. No one can improve on his work 
or do it over because his chief source of information-the 
men who were there-are all gone, and the books are 
closed. His place is secure.63 

In a tribute to Old Tascosa in the final sentences of Maverick 

Town's first edition, McCarty boasted of the ghost-town's lingering 

effect on the Texas Panhandle of the mid-1940s. "Everywhere there 

is pride in her crowded, turbulent history," he wrote. "Everywhere 

in this country there is some cowboy who loves and remembers her 

when he drinks to the old West."64 McCarty knew many of those 

cowboys. It is doubtful that any of them exhibited more pride, love, 

or reminiscence for the old maverick town than he. 

62john L. McCarty, Adobe Walls Bride: The Storv of Billv and Olive DixcMi 
(San Antonio: Naylor Company, 1955), vii-xi. 

63Sonnichsen, foreword to Maverick Town, xii. 

64McCarty, Maverick Town. 260. 
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CHAPTER Vin 

TRIUMPH, TRAGEDY, AND SCANDAL 

John McCarty was geniunely committed to the advancement of 

community goals. Yet he remained an impatient, ambitious 

individual, determined to meet new challenges and to experience 

personal success on his own terms. Like his father and grandfather 

before him, McCarty was unsettled and unsatified, constantly 

searching for a new contest. In addition, his varied achievements, 

while contributing significantly to the development of the modern 

Texas Panhandle, satisfied a thirst for recognition. A historian 

dedicated to preserving the legacy of determined Texas pioneers, 

McCarty exhibited a similar determination to preserve his own 

legacy. 

When McCarty resigned in 1947 as associate publisher of the 

Globe-News corporation, his reputation as a force in Texas journalism 

stood secure. McCarty's efforts at the Dalhart Texan in the 1930s 

established him as a superior newspaperman, respected throughout 

the Southwest for his fiery community leadership during the Great 

Depression. Hired by publisher Gene Howe to bring civic-mindedness 

to the offices of the Amarillo Daily News, editor McCarty responded 

accordingly, spearheading the publication of the Golden Anniversary 

Issue, exposing Amarilloans to the major national and international 

issues of the 1930s and 1940s, and contributing to the Panhandle's 

war efforts. His direction of important Panhandle conservation 

projects left a lasting physical imprint on the Northwest Texas 
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landscape. McCarty had won the respect of leading Texas politicians, 

and in the mid-1940s was becoming a popular regional historian. If 

it was recognition that he craved, in 1947 and afterward he was 

receiving it in abundance. 

Nevertheless, despite several career milestones, John McCarty 

envied the prestige and stature of Amarillo's business leaders. 

Ironically, his shares in the Globe-News company and his associate 

publisher's salary had brought him phenomenal financial success: 

upon his retirement from the newspaper, he owned 6,000 shares of 

Globe-News stock which, according to a fellow Globe-News associate, 

were valued at $360,000. McCarty invested much of the small 

fortune into property development in southwest Amarillo. 

The money McCarty had earned through his newspaper 

holdings did not satisfy his ambitions. His associations with the 

Amarillo Chamber of Commerce and with fraternal organizations like 

the Masons and Shriners had exposed McCarty to the world of 

leading Panhandle businessmen, self-made men who made money 

without the tutelage of a Gene Howe or Wilbur Hawk. The business 

sector remained to be conquered, and McCarty had particular talents, 

he believed, that might enable him to achieve even greater success. 

When he left the offices of the Globe-News, McCarty, the 

perennial Panhandle promoter, founded one of Amarillo's first public 

relations firms. It was the beginning of a financial journey that, 

though often beneficial to Panhandle citizens, ended in a highly 

publicized scandal that nearly destroyed the legacy he had worked a 

lifetime to achieve. 
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McCarty first developed an interest in the public relations 

industry during his work with the Panhandle-Plains Historical 

Society (P-PHS) in the early 1940s. His affiliation with the P-PHS 

dated from his West Texas State College (WTSC) days. In February 

1921, WTSC President Joseph A. Hill, history department chair L. F. 

Sheffy, and thirty-seven faculty members and students, including 

McCarty, founded the organization to collect and preserve source 

materials and artifacts relevant to the natural history and pioneer 

life of the High Plains. The society began publishing a journal. 

The Panhandle-Plains Historical Review (P-PHR) in 1928, with J. 

Evetts Haley serving as its first editor. On April 14, 1933, the 

Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum opened on the campus of 

WTSC.i 

In the 1930s and 1940s, McCarty served the P-PHS in various 

capacities, all of which promoted the organization in the Panhandle 

and through the larger state. He publicized flattering columns and 

articles, including coverage of the annual banquet of 1937 and its 

keynote speaker, Walter Prescott Webb. In his speech, Webb 

recalled the effects of World War I and warned his audience about 

the pitfalls of "all propaganda." Adopting a Turnerian theme he 

would repeat over the next two decades, Webb, proclaiming that "the 

frontier created democracy," warned of the social impact resulting 

1 Texas State Historical Associadon, The New Handbook of Texas, vol. 6 
(Ausdn: Texas State Historical Associadon, 1996), 42; John L. McCarty, 
interview with John Sears, n.d.. Manuscript and Interview Collection, 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, West Texas A&M University, Canyon, TX. 
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from the disappearance of the frontier, America's great "creative 

agency."2 

McCarty regularly wrote book reviews for the P-PHR. donated 

newspapers and historical artifacts to the museum, funded the 

painting of museum dioramas, and lent financial support to the 

society. Governor W. Lee O'Daniel appointed McCarty, along with 

Professor Sheffy, Amarillo Chamber of Commerce secretary Carl 

Hinton, and others, to organize the Panhandle Coronado Celebration 

of 1940-41. McCarty's 1940 P-PHR article, "Literature of the Plains," 

provided a bibliographic review based on the recommendations of 

Sheffy, W. C Holden, J. Frank Dobie, and other prominent regional 

experts.3 

Unquestionably, McCarty's greatest single contribution to the P-

PHS was his proposal and management of the society's Brick 

Campaign of 1940-41, affectionately referred to as "The 

Bricks-Krieg." The museum faced a space crisis in 1940, a situation 

complicated by the society's acquisition of a $100,000 collection from 

J. D. Hamlin, judge, lawyer, pioneer cattleman, and one-time manager 

of the XIT Ranch. A director of the museum board, McCarty 

proposed at the May 10, 1940, P-PHS banquet that, to reduce costs 

and secure matching funds for federal and state grants, the society 

could sponsor a campaign to collect the 250,000 bricks needed to 

2Amarillo Dailv News. 17 April 1937. 

3John L. McCarty, "Literature of the Plains," Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Review 13 (1940): 91-113. 
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complete a proposed two-story museum addition. Society members 

enthusiastically endorsed the idea, electing McCarty chairman of the 

brick drive. "We are beginning the main building of the museum 

tonight," McCarty declared, "and will continue until it is finished."4 

That night alone, society members pledged 7,000 bricks to the 

campaign.5 

Writing in 1955, Joseph Hill, then president emeritus of WTSC, 

recalled that the "popular" John McCarty directed "one of the most 

unique and effective publicity stunts this writer has ever 

witnessed."6 Securing the corporate support of the Globe-News 

company, editor McCarty spent fifteen months crusading for museum 

expansion. Schools and school children were especially encouraged 

to participate. McCarty, in his words, "wanted each school child in 

the Panhandle to feel that he or she was actually building the 

museum, that they put a brick into it."7 Thousands of children 

responded. Over 30,000 designated one day in 1941 as "Brick Day," 

carrying bricks to their schoolhouses, wrote Hill, "as they would carry 

their lunches." Service and women's clubs, businesses, local officials, 

and thousands of individuals participated in the drive, "a fine 

example," argued Hill, "in voluntary democratic co-operation toward 

4Quoted in Joseph A. Hill, The Panhandle-Plains Historical Society and 
Its Museum (Canyon: West Texas State College Press, 1955), 131. 

5 McCarty, interview by Sears. 

6Hill, The Panhandle-Plains Historical Societv. 131. 

7McCarty, interview by Sears. 
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an objective that sought to promote the general welfare of all the 

people."8 

The brick campaign climaxed with a July 27, 1941, victory 

celebration on the museum grounds. Master of Ceremonies John 

McCarty oversaw a parade of brick-laden trucks, wheel barrows, and 

children's wagons. Bands played and a local choir sang before a 

crowd of 3,500 people, which included Panhandle legislators and the 

WTSC board of regents. In all, they collected 271,682 bricks and 

received over $12,000 in donations for museum materials.9 In his 

annual report of 1942, society executive-secretary L. F. Sheffy 

described the campaign as the "outstanding activity for the past year, 

if not for the entire life of the Society and Museum." Sheffy 

emphasized that McCarty had "[c]onceived, initiated, and directed" 

the drive, which "surpassed even the the most fanciful dreams of the 

chimerical Mr. McCarty."lo Joseph Hill concluded that, through the 

brick campaign, "John McCarty did more to get the Museum and the 

Society in a favorable light before the masses than has almost any 

other individual—and this was an invaluable public service."ii 

McCarty loved to cast himself in the role of public servant and 

community builder, a second-generation High Plains pioneer 

committed to sustaining local culture. The brick campaign was 

8Hill, The Panhandle-Plains Historical Societv. 132. 

9lbid., 132-33. 

lOQuoted in ibid., 133. 

l l l b i d . 
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especially gratifying to him, a fitting example, he recalled, of "a 

whole group of people . . . cooperating on a common goal." But the 

campaign also signaled a personal watershed in McCarty's career, a 

recognition that public relations might produce private profit. 

McCarty understood the degree of his popular appeal and his talent 

for public persuasion. Looking back on the success of the 

Bricks-Krieg, he remembered that for him personally, "the most 

interesting aspect of the campaign was that it enabled me to grasp 

the potential of public relations and publicity for a worthy goal."i 2 

In 1947, McCarty resigned from the Globe-News to pursue 

public relations. He founded John L. McCarty Public Relations, 

located on 908 Polk, and later at 412 West Ninth in Amarillo. "John 

McCarty is opening a public relations office which is badly needed in 

this area," wrote Gene Howe in a May 1947 editorial for the Amarillo 

Daily News.13 McCarty's promotional team, which included his 

daughter Evelyn Jeanne, fresh from graduate school at Columbia 

University, worked with a variety of proprietors, from construction 

companies to railroads to vegetable marketers. Clients included the 

Amarillo Chamber of Commerce and the city of Canyon. In 

conjunction with sub-contractors, McCarty's firm produced 

pamphlets, brochures, postcards, menus, and roadside billboards 

which were, with the exception of the famous Burma-Shave signs. 

12McCarty, interview by Sears. 

13Amarillo Dailv News clipping, n.d., in the personal collection of 
Evelyn Jeanne (McCarty) Claytor, Amarillo, Texas. Hereafter cited as Claytor 
Papers . 

223 



some of the first on Panhandle highways. Using the connections 

developed during his years as a newspaperman and conservation 

booster, McCarty enticed such groups as the Texas Society of 

Professional Engineers to hold their annual conventions in Amarillo. 

One of his most colorful promotional efforts occured on a trip to 

Matamoros, Mexico, for the Graham-Hoeme Company. In Matamoros, 

McCarty marketed the Graham-Hoeme plow-which had an 

enormous influence on High Plains erosion prevention-to Mexican 

government officials intent on introducing the plow to their 

countrymen.14 

Not surprisingly, the focus of many of McCarty's promotional 

concerns remained Canyon, Texas, the home of WTSC and the P-PHS. 

Yet it was Palo Duro Canyon State Park, not his alma mater or the 

museum he had worked so hard to promote, that became the focus of 

his energy, resources, and creativity. Whereas many of his 

promotional duties were performed behind a desk in his Amarillo 

office, McCarty's lofty plans for Palo Duro Canyon developed on-the-

spot, for in 1949, he contracted to manage concessions at Palo Duro 

Canyon State Park. McCarty linked his public relations business to 

the park's development, a decision that generated unprecedented 

interest in Palo Duro Canyon, changing an overlooked geographical 

landmark into one of the state's leading tourist attractions. 

John McCarty's love affair with the canyon dated from the 

1920s, when he promoted its beauty and tourism potential in 

14Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, interview by Sean J. Flynn, 25 July 1998. 
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colunms and articles for the Amarillo Dailv News and Field and 

Stream. Many times, McCarty had walked the trails and 

undeveloped portions of the canyon, and his familiarity with Palo 

Duro's past was exceeded by few historians. 

McCarty's dream for larger public access to the canyon became 

a reality in 1933, when the Texas State Parks Board purchased 

property for a state park. The sale price of $377,586 was to be paid 

in loan installments, with final payment due in 1948. The Civilian 

Conservation Corps (CCC) began constructing tourist roads within and 

around the canyon, and following the formal opening of Palo Duro 

Canyon State Park on July 4, 1934, construction of lodges and cabins 

commenced.15 

Park revenues in the form of gate receipts, grazing fees, and 

concessionaire profits never proved sufficient to satisfy loan 

payments, let alone interest on the loan. In 1936, a Fort Worth 

corporation signed a five-year concessionaire's contract with the 

park, but low attendance and corresponding low income failed to 

meet the park's financial obligation. Efforts by the Hereford and 

Amarillo chambers of commerce to purchase and operate the park 

were unsuccessful, and in 1945, the city of Amarillo, mindful of the 

tourist dollars at stake, began a frantic search for a financial solution. 

15Peter L. Petersen, "A Park for the Panhandle: The Acquisition and 
Development of Palo Duro Canyon State Park," in The Stpry of Pftlp Dyrp 
Canyon, ed. Duane F. Guy (Canyon, TX: Panhandle-Plains Historical Society, 
1979), 149-58; Sharon Morris Toney, "The Texas State Parks System: An 
Administradve History, 1923-1984" (Ph.D. diss., Texas Tech University, 1995) 46-
54. 
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All the while, from interest alone, the park debt increased at roughly 

twenty to thirty thousand dollars per year. 16 

Facing Palo Duro foreclosure proceedings, the Parks Board in 

early 1947 put together an arrangement with the Texas legislature to 

issue $300,000 in bonds, payable from future park revenues, to meet 

financial obligations. Palo Duro boosters understood that, for the 

arrangment to succeed, park admission fees and concession sales 

would have to increase substantially. 17 

As Palo Duro historian Peter Petersen writes, "events would 

soon brighten what had once seemed to be a nearly impossible 

burden." One of those consequential events was the arrival in 1949 

of John McCarty as park concessionaire. McCarty, Petersen 

emphasizes, "insured that Palo Duro would receive its share of the 

tourist dollar." 18 Not surprisingly, considering his public relations 

ties, McCarty's tenure at Palo Duro State Park marked a period of 

unprecedented attendance and rapid park development. 

McCarty's concessionaire duties included supervising a 

maintenance crew, salespersons, and gate attendants. Park 

personnel staffed the El Coronado Lodge, which housed exhibits on 

local history, plants, and animals. They maintained park roads, 

cabins, picnic grounds, barns, and corrals, and tended twenty horses 

and a longhorn steer. McCarty arranged trail rides, sold sandwiches, 

16lbid., 55; Petersen, "A Park for the Panhandle," 172-75. 

17lbid., 175-76. 

18lbid., 176-77. 
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candy, sodas, and gifts in the lodge, and rented telescopes for canyon 

viewings. Back in Amarillo, he promoted aggressively, utilizing his 

public relations machinery to entice Texas and out-of-state tourists, 

and he raised local awareness of the canyon's recreational offerings. 

McCarty urged community clubs to promote "their" state park, 

encouraging the scheduling of banquets and parties on the park 

grounds. Postcards, brochures, and booklets praising the canyon's 

beauty appeared in Panhandle stores, museums, and businesses, and 

billboards on Highway 66 encouraged motorists to visit "The 

Panhandle's Grand Canyon."19 

McCarty kept the Palo Duro Booster Club abreast of park 

expansions and activities. In a letter to club members in late August 

1949, he proudly announced the State Highway Commission's 

decision to pave eight miles of park road. Electrical power, additional 

lights, and hot water heaters were being added to many areas, and 

mule deer, turkeys, and beaver would soon appear on park 

properties. McCarty also explained his public relations campaign. 

National radio advertisements, wire service stories, and regional 

news stories all affected park attendance, which in August 1949 

reached an all-time high. McCarty took special pride in tourist 

19The Claytor Papers contain numerous financial statements explaining 
park offerings, developments, expenditures, and revenues. Of particular value 
are annual statements to the Texas State Parks Board lisdng inventories and 
budget data. Jeanne (McCarty) Claytor, McCarty's daughter and a park 
employee during her father's tenure, was especially helpful in describing 
day-to-day operations at the park. 
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surveys that showed eighty percent of visitors rated Palo Duro "equal 

to or superior to [the] Grand Canyon as a tourist attraction."20 

McCarty devised imaginative promotional schemes to attract 

visitors. In late May 1949, he organized a three-day "Treasure 

Hunt," awarding $20,000 in prizes to those lucky enough to locate 

specially-marked coins dropped from an airplane. Amarillo 

merchants donated the prizes, which included grand prize trips to 

Havana and Rio de Janeiro and an automobile, a Chevrolet Fleetline. 

Two popular national radio shows, "Queen for a Day" and "Bride And 

Groom," advertised the treasure hunt, as did over thirty roadside 

billboards on Northwest Texas highways. The hunt drew 4,000 

people on a rainy May 29, up to that point, the largest one-day 

attendance in park history. Local Boy Scout troops and the Texas 

National Guard provided volunteers, while the Will Rogers Range 

Riders, square dancers, and a visiting group of Kawadhai Comanches 

provided entertainment.21 

McCarty did not rest on the success of the 1949 Tresure Hunt. 

By July 1950, a park zoo had been established, complete with deer, 

longhorn steers, and a herd of burros. Bison followed, and the horse 

herd eventually reached forty head. Panhandle high schools and 

Amarillo conventioneers began to use the park for tours and picnics. 

Summer activities included live performances by "The Sundown 

20"An Important Report to You," a letter from John L. McCarty to 
members of the Palo Duro Booster Club, August 1949, Claytor Papers. 

21 Amarillo Dailv News. 30 May 1949; Amarillo Times. 31 May 1949; 
Canyon News. 2 June 1949. 
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Repertoire Players," an acting troupe from Dallas. In 1953, McCarty 

presented what would become one of the park's most popular 

attractions, a miniature train that provided viewing of some of the 

canyon's most popular spots. From one of the train's seventy-two 

seats, park tourists could travel over a two-mile track that provided 

them excellent viewing of the Sad Monkey, Spanish Skirts, the 

Lighthouse, Catrino Cave, Mesa Mecca, and other canyon 

landmarks.22 

Publicity for the canyon generated by the Treasure Hunt and 

other promotional activities through the McCarty years had a 

profound impact: park attendance increased from 50,069 in 1948, to 

108,894 in 1950, to 130,370 in 1952.23 in July 1951, more than 

20,000 visitors came to the canyon, making it one of the state's most 

popular spots for out-of-state tourists.24 Clearly, the marriage of 

public relations with park concessionairing explains the rise in park 

attendance. 

The filming of "Thunder in the Dust" in Palo Duro Canyon aided 

McCarty's efforts to broaden national exposure to the park. The 

movie, starring Robert Preston, Robert Sterling, Chill Wills, Cathy 

Downs, and John Barrymore, Jr., introduced a national audience to the 

22ibid., 26 June 1953. 

23john L. McCarty, "Annual Statement, No. 5, Dated May 14, 1952," to 
Texas State Parks Board, in the Claytor Papers. Hereafter cited as "Annual 
Statement." 

24Hereford Brand. 16 August 1951; Amarillo Dailv News. 1 December 
1951. 
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rugged beauty and unique geology of the canyon. Development 

projects likewise attracted national tourism, specifically the opening 

in December 1951 of a fully-paved scenic highway 2 5 

By 1952, John McCarty had reversed the financial burden of 

the original Palo Duro park loan. As revenues continued to rise, park 

officials met bond deadlines and installment payments. Total gross 

receipts rose from $22,000 in 1948 to $70,000 in 1952. McCarty's 

concessionaire income rose accordingly, from $9,400 in 1948 to 

$32,000 in 1952.26 By 1958 (four years after McCarty resigned as 

park concessionaire), park revenues had reached $107,000. By 1966, 

all bonds had been completely paid-off, a full sixteen years before 

maturity. "After more than a half century of struggle," writes Peter 

Petersen, "the dream of an unencumbered park in the Palo Duro 

Canyon had finally become a reality."27 John McCarty's contributions 

in achieving that reality rank high among his legacies. 

McCarty's five-year reign as Palo Duro park concessionaire 

ended when on August 31, 1954, he terminated his contract. By 

then, disagreements had arisen between McCarty and the state parks 

board which, among other things, was beginning to question his 

raising of two buffalo on park grounds.28 

25lbid. 

26"Annual Statement." 

27petersen, "A Park in the Panhandle," 177. 

28 Amarillo Dailv News. 28 July 1953. 

230 



But his differences with the state do not by themselves explain 

McCarty's decision to leave the park. McCarty was also ending his 

short-lived public relations career, for John L. McCarty Public 

Relations had never expanded far beyond its relationship with 

Canyon and Palo Duro State Park. With the conclusion of his tour as 

concessionaire, McCarty's purpose as a promoter ceased to exist. If 

McCarty hoped to achieve further success as a businessman, it would 

be through another avenue: life insurance. 

McCarty entered the insurance field in 1952 when, at age 

fifty-one, he contracted with United Bankers Life of Dallas to serve as 

the company's Panhandle district manager and Southwest public 

relations counsel. Within a year, McCarty had established his 

credibility as an insurance salesman, earning United Bankers "Agent 

of the Year" award for 1952-53. During the same period, McCarty 

edited United, the company's quarterly magazine.29 

In April 1953, confident that he had mastered the ins and outs 

of the insurance business, McCarty and two Amarilloans—J. D. 

Birkmeyer and Hugo Loewenstern—founded the Estate Life 

Insurance Company, located in the Ninth Streeet office that had once 

housed John L. McCarty Public Relations. McCarty served as 

company president. Loewenstern, an Amarillo realtor, became 

vice-president and director of finance, and Birkmeyer, who had 

experience in sales, served as the company's sales director. With the 

Palo Duro Canyon Lighthouse landmark as its logo and "The 

29ibid., 11 August 1952 and 11 February 1953. 
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Lighthouse of Family Security" as its motto. Estate Life was formed, 

according to its president, to serve the "need for an exclusive life 

insurance company serving this area and with its home office in 

Amarillo. "30 

Utilizing McCarty's well-established links to Amarillo and the 

Panhandle, Estate Life sales representatives began canvassing the 

region for families interested in term- and whole-life policies. By the 

end of 1953, 416 lives had been insured for over a million and a half 

dollars. Insurance in force nearly tripled between 1953 and 1954, 

and company assets, which at the end of 1953 stood at $57,000, 

reached nearly $547,000 by the end of 1954. In 1955, the company 

offered approximately 15,000 shares of common stock to the public 

at $30 per share. Current stockholders, employees, and company 

officers retained some 35,000 additional shares.31 

Estate Life's rapid growth, largely the work of McCarty's 

promotional skills, allowed for continued expansion of the company 

payroll. At the beginning of 1956, the company boasted thirty 

agents and four district offices in the Panhandle.32 Short of office 

space, the company relocated, and on September 9, the new Estate 

Life Insurance Company Building, commonly referred to as Estate 

Life Center or "Estateland Center," opened it doors at Canyon 

30Amarillo Dailv News clipping, n.d., Claytor Papers. 

31 "Estate Life Volume Passes Two Million," in Estate Life News. Fall 1954, 
n.p., in Claytor Papers; Estate Life Insurance Company Prospectus, 1955, 
Claytor Papers. 

32ibid. 
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Expressway and Western Avenue. In addition to Estate Life offices, 

the 22,400 square feet building provided space for a local real estate 

agent, a contractor, an architect, an attorney, a securities and 

investment group, and, oddly enough, the "Amarillo Art Center." The 

Estate Development Corporation, the real estate development firm 

responsible for financing and purchasing the Estate Life property, 

also opened an office. Serving as director of Estate Development was 

McCarty's wife Susie, who, according to one newspaper report, was 

"studying the organization's workings with a keen and informed 

interest."33 

John McCarty's ambition to become a Panhandle insurance 

tycoon appeared to have reached fruition. The confident, 

ever-optimistic Estate Life founder predicted unbridled growth, not 

only for his company, but for the city of Amarillo. In hyperbolic 

fashion, McCarty described to a newspaper reporter his vision of "a 

gleaming, many-windowed skyscraper for his company." A 

consuimnate booster and gambler intent on pioneering the "new" 

Amarillo, he predicted unparalleled commercial development in the 

city. "This country is growing," he declared confidently, "and you got 

to grow with it. Amarillo's going to be 370,000 or more by 1970. 

That's what the utility boys say. And we think that their estimate is 

conservative."34 

33Amarillo Sundav Globe-News. 9 September 1956. 

34lbid. 
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McCarty's stature within the Amarillo business community 

reached its peak in 1957, when he was named chairman of the board 

for Southwest States, Inc., a firm devoted to improving the quality of 

Panhandle mass communications. Composed of McCarty and other 

investors who had past associations with Amarillo radio stations. 

Southwest States in the summer of 1957 received permission from 

the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to form KVII-TV, 

Channel 7, in Amarillo. Affiliated with the American Broadcasting 

Company (ABC), KVII maintained its central office in the Estate Life 

Center. Programming for the station began on December 21, 1957.35 

Globe-News journalist Tommy Thompson, a fierce McCarty 

critic who took a perverse personal satisfaction in attacking the man 

who (by Thompson's own admission) introduced him to the 

newspaper business, viewed 1957 as "John's days of glory. He 

carried his head high and shook hands firmly. Not only did he walk 

with a firm step; he stomped the paving and the floor."3 6 

The caustic tone of his assessment aside, Thompson probably 

described fairly accurately McCarty's demeanor in that climactic year 

of 1957. The future appeared rosy for the fifty-six-year-old 

newspaperman turned promoter turned insurance man. McCarty's 

career had been a string of successes, his reputation founded on 

journalistic achievements, historical contributions, and a tireless 

35Amarillo Dailv News. 2 August 1957 and 31 December 1957. 

36Thomas Thompson, North of Palo Duro: TurnsUle SpeakS Again 
(Canyon, TX: Staked Plains Press, n.d.), 282. 
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devotion to High Plains water conservation and tourism. On top of 

his many conmiunity offerings, now came success in the world of 

Amarillo business. McCarty was a member of the commercial 

fraternity he had once served and whose interests he had advanced 

for over thirty years. Continued success seemed assured; like the 

sky, there was no limit. 

John McCarty's sky, however, had already begun to fall. His 

wife of thirty-four years, Susie McCarty, died in April 1957. She had 

been John's constant companion and a loyal supporter of his many 

pursuits. She had raised the couple's three children and unselfishly 

entertained McCarty's many friends, colleagues, and acquaintances. 

Her reputation as a warm, sympathetic person was not undeserved. 

She consoled her sick and grieving neighbors and, during World War 

II, served dozens of Sunday meals to servicemen stationed in 

Amarillo. When in 1944 the McCarty's moved to a farm outside of 

Amarillo, Susie oversaw the care of the family's livestock, fruit trees, 

and collie dogs. She worked by her husband's side in promoting and 

modernizing Palo Duro Canyon State Park, and in 1956 answered her 

husband's call to serve as an administrator for the Estate 

Development Company. In all things, Susie McCarty was John 

McCarty's biggest fan and supporter. 

When Susie died on April 28 as a result of complications from a 

sudden heart attack, John McCarty sank into a depression, crushed 

by this greatest of personal losses. His daughter Jeanne recalled how 

her father "moped around for days, so bad-off that he was always 

needing someone to cater to him." A close family friend, George 
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Autry, encouraged McCarty to paint with oils and watercolors to 

distract him from his wife's death.37 For a time, painting remedied 

the grieving. But eventually, seeking a greater diversion, McCarty 

insisted on returning to his insurance business. Events there only 

exacerbated his personal problems, as McCarty experienced a widely 

publicized scandal that tarnished his reputation and brought him to 

financial ruin. 

Two lapses in judgment in 1957 explain McCarty's fall: Estate 

Life's purchase of Physician's Life and Accident Company, a defunct 

Dallas insurance firm, and a stock-for-stock swap with an owner of 

Arkansas properties. On July 16, less than three months after the 

sudden death of McCarty's wife. Estate Life assumed ownership of 

Physician's Life and its insurance policies, then valued at $11.5 

million. McCarty and his company failed to acquire—whether 

through the fault of McCarty, or, as he would later claim, through 

that of assistant state liquidator J. W. Pearson-the Dallas firm's 

assets, capital which, if sold by Estate Life, could have reduced 

greatly the buyout risk. Whatever the case, in the summer of 1957 

Estate Life found itself mired in debt and facing a serious financial 

crisis. The company lacked the hundreds of thousands of dollars in 

reserves necessary to absorb the Physician's Life acquisition, and 

McCarty's lack of oversight had contributed to the mess.3 8 

37ciaytor interview, 12 July 1997. 

38Amarillo Dailv News. 19 February and 20 February 1959. 
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Compounding the disaster was the exchange by Estate Life's 

Joseph Birkmeyer of 100,000 shares of company stock with an 

Ohioan, Harry M. Runkle. In November 1957, with the Amarillo 

firm's perilous situation unbeknownst to him, Runkle swapped his 

500 shares in an Arkansas resort, Runmoor Properties, for the Estate 

Life shares. Within weeks of the swap, an Amarillo acquaintance 

informed Runkle of rumors surrounding Estate Life's finances. A 

January 1958 visit to Estate Life offices and an audit of the 

company's books raised Runkle's suspicions. Two months later, a 

Texas Senate committee investigated the Physician's Life purchase, 

convincing Runkle of Estate Life's eventual failure. On May 27, 1958, 

the state of Texas placed Estate Life in receivership and transferred 

its policies to another company. Shortly thereafter, Harry Runkle 

filed suit against McCarty and Birkmeyer.3 9 

Off and on over the next two years, the Estate Life scandal 

received front-page coverage from the Amarillo newspaper McCarty 

once served. Local readers, many of them friends and fans of the 

popular Panhandle booster, learned of McCarty's involvement in the 

poorly managed Physician's Life buyout and the apparent defrauding 

of an Ohio stockholder. Particularly damaging to McCarty was 

coverage of the Runkle suit in February 1959. During a three-day 

trial in the United States District Court in Amarillo, Runkle and his 

attorney's claimed that McCarty and Birkmeyer misrepresented the 

size of Estate Life reserves. Runkle testified that in the fall of 1957, 

39lbid., 5 August 1958 and 21 February 1959. 
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Estate Life directors knew that their purchase of Physician's Life 

spelled eventual doom for the company. The stock swap deal had 

been arranged, Runkle contended, as a conspiracy to defraud him.4 0 

In his testimony, McCarty sought to shift the responsibility for 

his problems to the assistant state insurance liquidator, J. W. Pearson, 

insisting that, during negotiations for Physicians Life, Pearson had 

promised to transfer assets from another (third) defunct company to 

Estate Life. In effect, McCarty declared that inaccurate information 

and poor advice from state officials precipitated the transaction.41 

Several Amarillo attorneys agreed with McCarty, including Alward 

White, who concluded that "[t]he state of Texas ruined Estate Life."42 

McCarty and Birkmeyer's pleas were to no avail. The court 

ruled for Runkle, the recipient of a $300,000 judgment. To make 

matters worse, in July 1959 the state insurance receiver filed a 

$379,000 suit against McCarty, citing his failure to meet the terms of 

an installment sales contract for Estate Life stock. Over a year and a 

half period, McCarty fought the suit, but in November 1960, the 

Texas Supreme Court upheld two lower courts' rulings on behalf of 

the state insurance receiver.43 The two rulings (a total of more than 

$520,000 in judgements against McCarty), combined with sizeable 

legal fees, exhausted McCarty's fortune. His investments in KVII-TV 

40lbid., 19 February 1959 and 20 February 1959. 

41lbid. 

42Thompson, North of Palo Duro. 283. 

43Amarillo Dailv News. 3 November 1960. 

238 



were lost. His properties, purchased with capital generated from the 

sale of his Globe-News shares, were sold at auctions.44 By the end of 

1960, John McCarty, who five years earlier had seemed destined for 

the top echelon of the Amarillo business fraternity, was ruined. 

Family members and close friends stood by McCarty, but 

nothing could shield him from the disappointment and anger of 

Estate Life stockholders. In the minds of most of the victims, 

McCarty was not so much a criminal as he was an incapable, inept 

businessman. Even Tommie Thompson believed McCarty a straight 

shooter: 

Plenty of people disagree, but . . . I don't write off John 
McCarty as a crook or imposter, although he was 
technically guilty of what the courts deemed to be 
fraudulent acts. . . . John just went off half-cocked . . . 
and he deceived himself as much as he deceived those 
who were victimized.45 

Not everyone agreed with Thompson's assesment. Shortly after 

the collapse of Estate Life (in what has become something of a legend 

among McCarty's surviving contemporaries), a disgruntled--and 

armed--investor forced himself into McCarty's Estate Life office, 

where he threatened to kill McCarty unless reimbursed for his losses. 

McCarty emptied his wallet and the company safe, producing a large 

enough sum to appease his assailant.4 6 

44ibid., 7 June 1960. 

45Thompson, North of Palo Duro. 278. 

46lbid., 285. 
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Frustrated stockholders aside, what no one covering the 

scandal, then or since, has discussed is the relationship between 

Susie McCarty's death and Estate Life financial decisions made by her 

widower in the wake of his loss. McCarty deserves his share of 

responsibility for the reckless blunders that ruined the company. 

But his ill-advised decisions should be judged within the context of 

Susie's death, a tragedy that undoubtedly distracted McCarty at a 

time when precision and thoroughness were essential. Many who 

knew John McCarty remarked on his resilient nature; in the case of 

the Physicians Life and Runkle affairs, McCarty's psychological and 

emotional toughness failed him. 

In April 1958, on the rebound from his wife's passing but 

mired in financial troubles, McCarty married Gertrude Doche of 

Amarillo. To family and friends, McCarty's second marriage 

appeared to be another reckless act of a confused and grieving man. 

Though acquainted, John and Gertrude had not been close; the two 

met while Doche worked as a bookkeeper for Cal Farley's Boys Ranch. 

Yet Gertrude, who three years earlier had lost her husband Armand, 

the owner of an Amarillo dry cleaning business, supported and 

stabilized McCarty-financially and otherwise-during the Estate Life 

scandal. She introduced McCarty to a new circle of friends and 

encouraged him to seek distractions by travelling and attending 

Amarillo social functions. By the closing months of the Estate Life 

scandal, McCarty, aided by Gertrude, had recovered the buoyant 

optimism that distinguished him among his contemporaries.47 
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Nevertheless, John McCarty's greatest distraction, one which by 

the end of his life had become a consuming joy and obsession, was 

the world of Panhandle art. It would be his devotion to regional 

artists and to his own painting that marked McCarty's final 

contribution to modern Panhandle history. 

47jim Doche, interview by Sean J. Flynn, 28 July 1998, Amarillo, TX. 
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CHAPTER DC 

REDEMPTION 

In his sixties, at a time when most people ponder their 

retirement lives, John McCarty began a new career as an artist and 

art promoter. Depending upon how they interpreted his conduct 

during the Estate Life scandal of the late 1950s, Amarillo citizens 

were either amazed or disheartened by McCarty's resurrection from 

the ashes of financial disaster. That the historian and ex-journalist 

would continue to write surprised no one. His articles for a weekly 

newspaper. The Amarillo Citizen, covered civic events and 

developments with which McCarty had once involved himself, 

including tourism growth at Palo Duro Canyon State Park.i McCarty 

also continued his historical researches, writing articles on West 

Texas history for such periodicals as Southwest Heritage, a journal 

whose contributors included the western scholar Robert M. Utley.2 

But the rise of McCarty to yet another leadership role-albeit in 

the relatively untested domain of the Panhandle art 

business--convinced both friends and detractors alike that public 

humiliation had not blunted his zeal for public relations. McCarty 

recognized among his contemporaries a yearning for a local artistic 

movement that might define the history, culture, legends, and 

physical quality of the Texas Panhandle. Despite the many hours 

iThe Amarillo Cidzen. 19 June 1962 and 4 September 1962. 

2For instance, see John L. McCarty, "Goodbye Litde Dogie," Southwest 
Heritage. March 1969, 44-46. 
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McCarty himself spent at an easel, from his initial dabblings in 1957 

to his final oil paintings in 1974, McCarty never produced more than 

a handful of paintings worthy of a critical audience. Yet his drive to 

promote Panhandle art proved significiant to the careers of several 

artists whose oils, watercolors, and bronzes depicted the people and 

the region McCarty had devoted his life to serving. 

George Autry, a longtime friend and confidante, introduced 

McCarty to painting following Susie McCarty's death in 1957. 

McCarty's greatest influence, however, was Dord Fitz, an Oklahoma-

based artist, instructor, and gallery owner. An Oregon native, Fitz 

had studied at Eastern Kentucky State Teachers College and at the 

Art Institute of Chicago. He earned a master's degree in painting at 

the University of Iowa, where he studied under Grant Wood. After 

serving fourteen years as director of art education for the University 

of Kentucky, Fitz moved to Oklahoma. He established a network of 

students in Oklahoma, Texas, and Kansas, and in 1953, opened the 

Dord Fitz Gallery in Amarillo.3 

At the behest of friends like George Autry, McCarty began 

attending Fitz's Amarillo art classes, attempting to develop a style 

both technically-sound and original. McCarty learned the techniques 

of oil painting from Fitz, who considered the novice a responsive 

student. In Fitz's estimation, McCarty "wasn't a photographic painter. 

He abstracted visual images. His paintings were poetry."4 

3/̂ nipriiio Dailv News. 17 October 1989. 
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Returning to his alma mater at West Texas State University, 

McCarty enrolled in watercolor classes taught by Emilio Caballero, 

who in later years concluded that his student's greatest strength lay 

in his promotional abilities. "John hadn't learned to draw and he 

didn't know anatomy," Caballero recalled. "He could improvise and 

camouflage, but he avoided detail."5 

McCarty accepted his artistic limitations, understanding fully 

that his late start prevented him from harnessing the discipline, 

originality, and vision necessary to produce exceptional works. But 

McCarty the booster understood the commercial opportunifies for 

Southwestern artists, as well as the general public's curiousity about 

folk artists. So, combining his nose for the market with his still 

undeveloped skills in oil, watercolor, tempera, and copper enamel 

painting, McCarty reproduced dozens of images of West Texas 

landscapes. Many of his paintings lack definition, with some of the 

worst being hurried, sloppy renditions of West Texas flora and 

landmarks. McCarty's best works, not surprisingly, capture the 

challenges of the Dust Bowl years: sand drifting against fence poles, 

an approaching black cloud, the loneliness of a deserted farmhouse. 

Much of McCarty's art portfolio consisted of works that reflected his 

obsession with regional history, some of it experienced first-hand. 

Paintings with titles like "Boothill Cemetery, Tascosa, Texas," "Texas 

Panhandle Farm Scene," "The Heart of the 1933 High Plains 

4Thomas Thompson, North of Palo Duro: Turnsdle Speaks Again 
(Canyon: Staked Plains Press, n.d.), 289. 

5lbid., 290. 
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Dustbowl," "Near Six Gun City, Texas," "An Oasis Out West," and "The 

Black Duster, Texas Plains, 1934" became typical of McCarty in the 

1960s. Dord Fitz, while never expressing a deep critical respect for 

his student's art, nevertheless acknowledged McCarty's eye for the 

West's unique physical, cultural, and historical qualities. "John 

McCarty . . . has the feel of the vast skies and far stretching spaces in 

his blood," Fitz wrote. One detected in his work "the feeling of 

vastness and quiet poetry" that defined the Southwestern 

landscape.6 

Fitz atttended McCarty's one-man show at the Burr Galleries in 

New York City in October 1963, a show sponsored by the Texas Club 

of New York and the New York chapter of the Daughters of the 

American Revolution. The show, McCarty's second in a New York 

gallery (the first came in March 1962), drew a large audience and, 

according to Amarillo newspapers, received a favorable review in 

Pictures in Exhibit magazine. As a result of the Burr showing, 

McCarty won a contract to show his works at the Ridgewood-Burr 

Gallery of the Ridgewood School of Art in New Jersey.7 

McCarty continued to produce paintings throughout the 1960s 

and early 70s. His work showed in Los Angeles, Taos, and in 

universities, public buildings, and art galleries throughout Texas. 

6Brochure from an opening recepdon for John L. McCarty at his Burr 
Galleries art exhibit. New York City, October 6-19, 1963. In the personal papers 
of Evelyn Jeanne Claytor, Amarillo, TX. Hereafter cited as Claytor Papers. 

7Amarillo Sundav News-Globe. 12 October 1963. 
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McCarty counted among his fans Governor John B. Connally, who in 

1965 visited McCarty's home and purchased an oil painting.8 

As both Dord Fitz and Emiliano Caballero foresaw, however, 

McCarty was at his best when promoting and marketing the works of 

other artists. From his High Plains Art Galleries, opened on Canyon 

Expressway in Amarillo in 1960, McCarty exhibited and sold local art 

works devoted to "the depiction of the West in America."9 It is not 

an exaggeration to conclude that the careers of dozens of Texas 

artists benefitted from McCarty's efforts. The works of Kenneth 

Wyatt, Carl Smith, Jim Thomas, D. Crow, Ted Bell, and other West 

Texas painters and sculptors adorned the walls of High Plains 

Galleries. Using his ties to regional newspapers and journals, 

McCarty published numerous stories on local artists and their 

works. 10 Even Tommy Thompson conceded McCarty's many 

contributions to Panhandle art. "Western artists such as Kenneth 

Wyatt of Tulia and Carl Smith of Canyon can be forever grateful to 

John," Thompson wrote. "He promoted their talents and helped make 

them into financially successful artists." Thompson noted that 

because of McCarty, Wyatt and Smith's paintings "have become big 

ticket merchandise." 11 

8Newspaper clipping, n.d., Claytor Papers; Doche to Flynn interview. 

9From a brochure for the High Plains Art Galleries, n. d., Claytor Papers. 

lOSee, for instance, John L. McCarty, "Kenneth Wyatt: Cowboys and 
Quarter Horses," Southwestern Art 3 (1971): 2-6. 

llThompson, North of Palo Duro. 291. 
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From a hobbiest who painted for theraputic reasons, John 

McCarty had become, through the exercise of his public relations 

talents, a successful Amarillo art dealer. Though his gallery 

specialized in Western themes, McCarty worked to expand his 

thematic repertoire. With High Plains Art Galleries paintings in 

demand and the business achieving a modest profit, McCarty and his 

wife Gertrude found time to travel to Europe twice in the 1960s. 

There they purchased several dozen paintings for exhibition and sale 

in the Amarillo gallery. 12 

His interest in European art aside, McCarty remained 

committed to Texas artists. He continued to produce his own works, 

which in the last year of his life were largely devoted to scenes of 

the Panhandle Dust Bowl. It was fitting that McCarty held his last 

major show, dedicated to Dust Bowl survivors, in Dalhart in 1973. 

Emphasizing the significance of the 1930s in Panhandle history, 

McCarty stated that he painted the scenes "because I felt it was part 

of our Western heritage that should be recorded by an artist and a 

writer who experienced it." 13 Comprised of fifty oil paintings 

depicting the agricultural devastation on the 1930s, the Dalhart 

show, wrote McCarty, was "a tribute to the courage and intelligence 

of a great people in a wonderful country." Several paintings depicted 

once-destroyed lands restored to farmland, evidence that "conditions 

12Amarillo Sundav News-Globe. 18 June 1961; Doche to Flynn interview. 

13Amarillo Globe. 20 September 1973. 
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of desolation, drought and wind devastation . . . have given way to 

rich farm and ranch production of almost unparallaled magnitude."14 

On August 28, 1974, McCarty, who even in his seventies 

routinely painted for 12-18 hours at a sitting, was at work on an oil 

painting of two wild roses. He complained to his wife of dizziness 

and collapsed shortly thereafter. He was rushed to Amarillo's St. 

Anthony's Hospital. Having suffered a heart attack, McCarty 

underwent open-chest surgery from which he appeared to have 

recovered fully. Less than two weeks later, however, he complained 

of severe stomach pains, and during exploratory surgery to address 

the pain, he suffered intense internal bleeding. Family members 

insist that the blood used for transfusion during stomach surgery 

was tainted, ultimately costing McCarty's life. Whatever the reasons, 

the seventy-three-year-old McCarty never fully recovered from his 

second operation. Two weeks later, he met with family members, 

who described him as being active and jovial. In the early hours of 

the following morning, September 16, 1974, John McCarty suffered a 

massive cardiac arrest. He died shortly afterward. 15 

Hundreds of people representing many Panhandle communities 

attended John McCarty's funeral at the First Presbyterian Church in 

Amarillo, Gertrude's long-time parish of choice. In describing the 

mourners to Tonmiy Thompson, funeral director E. M. Blackburn 

14John L. McCarty, "Dalhart-The Dust Bowl-Can it happen again?", a 
press release from the High Plains Galleries, n. d., Claytor Papers. 

15Doche to Flynn interview; Claytor to Flynn interview, 12 July 1997. 
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conunented on the diverse quality of people in attendance. 

According to Blackburn, writes Thompson, "[t]he assortment included 

blacks, Mexican-Americans, old men and women and some younger 

ones. Probably there were more people from Canyon than from 

Amarillo. Many were from West Texas State." 16 

Almost as an afterthought—and startlingly indicative of 

Thompson's ignorance about McCarty's five decades of contributions 

to Panhandle society—Thompson wrote of the many "rancher types 

and farmer types" attending the funeral. What Thompson, the 

acerbic Globe-News writer who took great pleasure in publicizing the 

Estate-Life scandal, failed to understand was that those 

farmer-rancher "types" viewed McCarty quite differently than he 

did. In his North of Palo Duro: Turnstile Speaks Again. Thompson 

uses two full chapters in painting McCarty as a superficial buffoon, a 

tireless self-promoter whose poor business decisions in the late 

1950s define his career. The essential portrait of McCarty in North 

of Palo Duro is limited to about a three-year period when, as a 

Globe-News writer concerned with his own legacy in the Amarillo 

community, Thompson dogged McCarty and his involvement in the 

Estate-Life insurance scandal. In all of his career, McCarty proved 

Thompson's prize prey, and to suggest—in his book or 

elsewhere-that McCarty's journalistic and civic achievements, 

political contributions, water conservationism, tourism concerns, and 

historical writings better-defined McCarty than the Estate Life 

16Thompson, North of Palo Duro. 292. 
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episode, would have undermined Thompson's own appetite for self-

promotion. 

The mourners at the funeral, many of them from the old Dust 

Bowl epicenter of the North Panhandle, remembered another John 

McCarty, one devoted to the survival of their communities and their 

agricultural way of life. For Northwest Texas rural people, McCarty 

had been the voice of the Panhandle during that region's darkest 

days. In their eyes, and in the eyes of Canyon and West Texas State 

loyalists, McCarty, despite his mistakes in Estate Life affair, had 

never rejected their—and his—heritage. In 1974, the tarnished 

legacy of John McCarty was redeemed by the presence at his funeral 

of those who reaped the greatest benefits from his tireless 

commitment to Panhandle development. 

What appears to have been most baffling to Tommy Thompson 

was that McCarty never let his chief critic rattle him. "I expected 

that John would eventually blow up on me because of my reports . . . 

on Estate Life," Thompson writes. "He was bound to be tempted, but 

he never did."i7 

It would have been uncharacteristic for McCarty to "blow up," 

or to spend a long-time rationalizing external explanations for his 

fate. As his father's experiences had made clear to him, nothing in 

life could be taken for granted. Thus, whether financially strapped 

or gravely ill, McCarty did not seek either sympathy or excuses for 

his predicaments. Thompson wrote that McCarty "looked about the 

17lbid. 
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same when he was ailing as he did when he was well."18 As it had 

been for the preceeding generation of Panhandle pioneers, life was a 

grab-bag of booms and busts. Proceeding from the assumption that 

sustaining a thriving existence on the unpredictable Texas High 

Plains was, at best, a risky gamble, John McCarty harbored no 

illusions about the permanence of personal success. This mentality, 

grounded in the experiences of his father and grandfather, explains 

the remarkable resiliency which McCarty displayed, a resiliency 

Thompson never fully understood. 

John McCarty loved to narrate stories of Panhandle pioneers, 

people who, in his estimation, characterized the uniqueness of the 

Western experience. Men and women of his father's generation were 

tough, determined, tenacious, unsatisfied. McCarty believed that 

those personal qualities remained submerged within the collective 

psyche of modern High Plainsmen, sustaining a kind of cultural 

continuity that explained attitudes during "the dirty thirties." Back 

then, all that stood between a family choosing to migrate or to stay 

was the weighty realization that, while life on the Plains would never 

be easy, the accomplishments—and sacrifices—of previous 

generations could not be rejected. In the midst of the Great 

Depression, McCarty had reminded his Dalhart Texan readers that 

farming the Panhandle was no less unpredictable or unforgiving in 

the 1910s or 1920s. Early High Plains pioneers had to summon their 

stubbornness to repel dust storms, their pride to outlast drought. 

18lbid., 278. 
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Throughout his life, McCarty urged his fellow citizens to summon 

their own brand of tenacity in pursuit of a thriving Panhandle 

society. 

In addition to enlarging our understanding of the Panhandle 

identity, an examination of John McCarty's life might contribute 

something to historiographical debates over the West as "frontier" or 

"region." In recent years, this scholarly dialogue has been intensified 

by the advent of the "New Western history." New West historians, 

most notably Patricia Nelson Limerick and Richard White, reject the 

concept of frontier in favor of interpreting of the West as a distinct 

region. By examining the interplay between cultures and economic 

and political forces in the trans-Mississippi West, New West 

historians seek to explain the meaning of the region for American 

history. Their organizing principle rests fundamentally on the idea 

of "conquest," the West's development deriving from a federal 

annexation of the region. The U.S. Army spearheaded annexation; 

federal agencies and bureaus facilitated and managed permanent 

settlement. During the process of conquest, the influence of the 

federal government grew proportionately, a phenomenon that 

explains the West's significance for modern America. In the words of 

Richard White, the West served as "the kindergarten of the American 

state." 19 

Considered within the New West paradigm. Westerners of all 

races and socio-economic categories become personifications of the 

19Quoted in Stephen Aron, "The West as America: A Review of the Latest 
Ken Burns Documentary," Perspectives 34 (September 1996): 9. 
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region's historical dependency on Washington, D.C. Heavily 

subsidized, yet exhibiting a victim's mentality concerning federal 

policies and regulations, the Western citizen, argue New West 

scholars, can make little claim to the self-sufficiency, individualism, 

and democratic legacy espoused by Frederick Jackson Turner in his 

frontier thesis. 

John McCarty and his Panhandle contemporaries would not 

have denied their debt to the federal government which extended 

funds and expertise to conservation efforts on the Great Plains. 

McCarty fought for relief monies and welcomed soil and water 

conservation scientists devoted to restoring Dust Bowl farm lands. 

An examination of his editorials from the 1930s and 1940s reveals 

his acceptance of a federal presence in the Texas Panhandle. 

But his lobbying for a federal presence in the American 

Southwest does not explain McCarty or his meaning for Western 

history. It may be that the career of McCarty, a regional leader 

concerned with the Texas frontier's influence on his contemporaries, 

illuminates the middle ground in the frontier versus region debate. 

For McCarty's career and vision confirm that the West can be studied 

as both frontier and region. The experiences of frontier life, McCarty 

believed, could inspire and guide citizens of the Panhandle. The 

inhabitant of the modern High Plains should examine the values and 

beliefs that sustained first generation cowboys and settlers, and later 

encouraged farmers and small businessmen to survive the Dust Bowl. 

A similar examination is recommended by documentary film 

maker Ken Burns in his recent series, The West. In highlighting the 
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lives of Wyoming pioneers John and Ethel Love, Burns, according to 

reviewer Stephen Aron, tells a "tale of all the 'survivors' who stuck it 

out." Burns and his production crew "serve up the Loves as a tribute 

to the grit of westerners, to the persevering spirit that allowed so 

many, if not to triumph over adversity, then at least to battle it to a 

stalemate." It is significant, concludes Aron, that in The West, "the 

sagas of survivors . . . carry into the 20th century," an interpretation 

representing "something relatively new in western history."2 0 

In searching for keys to survival in the Texas Panhandle, 

McCarty understood that federal funding alone would prove 

insufficient. From his experiences and historical reflection, McCarty 

recognized the importance of emotional and psychological resiliency 

in sustaining an existence on the High Plains. He believed that High 

Plains culture, characterized by movement and resettlement, 

stubbornness and accomodation, failure and survival, was rooted in 

the resiliency of previous generations. 

Citizens from the Northern Plains to the Front Range to the 

Arizona oases perceive the West as a land of opportunity. But, as 

with John McCarty's generation, they harbor no illusions about 

guaranteed success. Living in the rural West is, by definition, a 

gamble. No one takes anything for granted. Residents of the modern 

West glorify equality of opportunity, but they accept the hard reality 

that, in a world of interconnected international markets, diligence 

and cleverness do not guarantee financial stability. They do not 

identify themselves as innocent victims, nor do they desire the 

20ibid., 8. 
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sympathy of scholars. They nurture the values of past generations of 

Westerners, placing a high worth on the tenacity that emboldened 

the old timers to face the unforgiving environments and economic 

uncertainties that mark Western living. 

In short. Westerners value survivors. John L. McCarty, a 

second generation survivor, thought long and hard about the 

meaning of the Western experience. He clung to the conviction that, 

because of their historical roots. Panhandle people could surmount 

any obstacle. He pledged to write about those historical roots, but he 

was never content limiting himself to that role. McCarty, like his 

father before him, set out in several directions at once. He 

accomplished much, he failed some. "In his 73 years," writes Tommy 

Thompson, "John experienced more peaks and valleys than anyone I 

ever knew."21 

The valleys, such as the Estate Life scandal, were deep and 

painful, but short-lived. The peaks, on the other hand, remain 

indelible marks on the cultural and physical landscape of Northwest 

Texas. As a rural Texas newspaperman in the 1930s, McCarty had 

few rivals. Thanks to new research on Dust Bowl survival, his 

leadership during the depths of that crisis cannot be exaggerated. 

McCarty was a key figure in West Texas politics, and he edited the 

Panhandle's largest newspaper during the New Deal era and World 

War II. His contributions to water conservation deserve wider 

attention, as does his tireless promotion of Palo Duro Canyon State 

21 Thompson, North of Palo Duro. 278. 
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Park and regional artists. Finally, no scholar dare examine the pre-

New Deal history of the Texas Panhandle without consulting the 

historical work of John McCarty. The man whom Thompson 

described as having "enough energy and drive for two men" had 

defined-and shaped-the Texas Panhandle.2 2 

To his dying day, John McCarty recalled the revelation he had 

as a young boy while lunching with his uncles beneath the walls of 

the Alamo. Times have changed since that summer day in 1911 

when McCarty committed himself to chronicling the past. "Forget 

The Alamo" reads the title of a recent Texas Monthly article. Among 

other things, the article decribes the work of young Texas historians 

who "don't romanticize the frontier, they don't pay homage to cattle 

drives and frontier violence . . . and they don't care how Davy 

Crockett died."23 

McCarty cared little about the death of Davy Crockett. But for 

him, the frontier experience and the impact on the Panhandle of 

cattle drives and cowtown violence were all part of the living history 

of the Texas High Plains. In an age before Gunsmoke and John 

Wayne mythologizing, McCarty encouraged his contemporaries to 

examine their historical surroundings and then ask themselves what 

obligation they had to contribute to Panhandle history. What, he 

asked, do we owe to those that came before us? 

22lbid. 

23Debbie Nathan, "Forget The Alamo," Texas Monthlv. April 1998, 105, 
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John McCarty possessed the authority to raise that question. 

He set-out to preserve history. He ended up directing it. 

257 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Archival Collections 

AmariHo Daily News and Amarillo Globe. Files. Amarillo Globe-News 
Publishing Company, Amarillo, Texas. 

Claytor, Evelyn Jeanne (McCarty). Personal papers. Amarillo, Texas. 

Haley, J. Evetts. Papers. J. Evetts Haley History Center, The Nita 
Stewart Haley Memorial Library, Midland, Texas. 

Jones, Marvin. Papers. Southwest Collection, Texas Tech Unviversity, 
Lubbock, Texas. 

McCarty, John L. Papers. Amarillo Public Library, Amarillo, Texas. 

Steele, Letha. Papers. Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock Texas. 

Government Documents 

U.S. Congress. House Documents, 1937, 1949. 

. House Reports, 1937, 1949. 

U.S. Statutes at Large. 1937. 

Newspapers 

Amarillo Citizen. 1962. 

Amarillo Dailv News. 1924-1974. 

Amarillo Globe. 1924-1974. 

Amarillo Sundav News-Globe. 1936-1998. 

258 



Amarillo TimeR 1949. 

Canvon News. 1949. 

Dalhart Texan. 1929-1936. 

Hereford Brand. 1951. 

Plainview Evening Herald. 1949. 

The Prairie (West Texas Normal College), 1921-1924. 

Interviews 

Claytor, Evelyn Jeanne (McCarty). Interviewed by Sean J. 
Flynn. Amarillo, Texas, 12 July 1997, 28 September 1997, and 
25 July 1998. 

Doche, Jim. Interviewed by Sean J. Flynn. Amarillo, Texas, 28 July 
1998. 

Izzard, Wes. Interviewed by David L. Nail, 25 June 1971. Tape 
recording. Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock, Texas. 

Law, Albert. Interviewed by David L. Nail, 23 June 1971. Tape 
recording. Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University, 
Lubbock, Texas. 

McCarty, John L. Interviewed by Pearline Cook, 1 November 1971. 
Transcript, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, Texas, 

. Interviewed by Donald Green, 26 July 1968. Tape 
recording, Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, Texas. 

. Interviewed by John Sears, n.d. Transcript, 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum, Canyon, Texas. 

Struve, Arno. Interviewed by Sean J. Flynn. Abernathy, Texas, 16 
July 1997. 

259 



Theses. Dissertations, and Unpublished Manuscripts 

Adams, Ruby Winona. "Social Behavior in a Drought Stricken Texas 
Panhandle Community." Master's thesis. University of Texas, 
1939. 

Alsup, Frances McNeill. "A History of the Panhandle of Texas." 
Master's thesis. University of Southern California, 1943. 

Floyd, Fred. "A History of the Dust Bowl." Ph.D. dissertation. 
University of Oklahoma, 1950. 

McCarty, John L. 1942. "Some Aspects of the Farm Problem with 
Special Reference to the Panhandle of Texas." Unpublished 
manuscript. West Texas A&M University, Canyon, Texas. 

Patterson, Bessie Chambers. 1953. "Palo Duro State Park: The Grand 
Canyon of Texas." Unpublished manuscript, Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Museum, Canyon, Texas. 

Toney, Sharon Morris. "The Texas Parks System: An Administrative 
History, 1923-1984." Ph.D. dissertation, Texas Tech University, 
1995. 

Films 

March of Time Films. 1937. Volume 3, Issue 11, "Dust Bowl." 
National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

History Channel. 1993. "Weapons at War: Airships." A 
documentary in the History Channel series. Weapons at War. 

WGBH-Boston. 1998. "Surviving the Dust Bowl." A documentary in 
the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) series. The American 
Experience. 

260 



Books 

Ambrose, Stephen E. Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy 
Since 1938. 6th revised edition. New York: Viking Penguin 
Books, 1991. 

Bonnifield, Paul. The Dust Bowl: Men. Dirt, and Depression. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1979. 

Carlson, Paul H. Empire Builder in the Texas Panhandle: William 
Henrv Bush. College Station: Texas A&M Press, 1996. 

Connor, Seymour V. Texas: A Historv. New York: Thomas Y. Crowell, 
1971. 

Dawson, John C High Plains Yesterdays: From XIT Days Through 
Drouth and Depression. Austin: Eakins Press, 1985. 

Dorman, Robert L. Revolt of the Provinces: The Regionalist 
Movement in America. 1920-45. Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1993. 

Fehrenbach, T. R. Lone Star: A History of Texas and Texans. New 
York: Macmillan, 1968; New York: Collier Books, 1980. 

Felter, William and John L. McCarty, comps. New Mexico in Verse. 
Dalhart: Dalhart Publishing Company, 1934. 

Fitchen, Janet. Endangered Spaces. Enduring Places: Change. Identity, 
and Survival in Rural America. Boulder: University of 
Colorado Press, 1991. 

Freidel, Frank. Franklin D. Roosevelt: A Rendevous with Destiny. 
Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1990. 

Goodwyn, Frank. Lone Star Land: Twentieth Century Texas in 
Perspective. New York: Knopf, 1955. 

Green, Donald. Land of the Underground Rain: Irrigation on the 
Texas High Plains. 1910-1970. Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1973. 

261 



Green, George Norris. The Establishment in Texas Politics: The 
Primidve Years. 1938-1957. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 
1979. 

Guy, Duane F. The Storv of Palo Duro Canvon Canyon, TX: 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Society, 1979. 

Hamilton, David E. From New Day to New Deal: American Farm Policy 
from Hoover to Roosevelt. 1928-1933. Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1991. 

Hammond, Clara T., comp. Amarillo. Amarillo: Gene Autry, 1971. 

Hill, Joseph A. The Panhandle-Plains Historical Society and Its 
Museum. Canyon: West Texas State College Press, 1955. 

Hollon, W. Eugene. The Great American Desert: Then and Now. Bison 
Book Edition. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1975. 

Hurt, R. Douglas. The Dust Bowl: An Agricultural and Social History. 
Chicago: Nelson-Hall, 1981. 

Johnson, Vance. Heaven's Tableland: The Dust Bowl Story. New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Company, 1947. 

Jones, Marvin. Marvin Jones Memoirs. Edited by Joseph M. Ray. El 
Paso: Texas Western Press, 1973. 

Lewis, Willie Newbury. Between Sun and Sod. Clarendon: Clarendon 
Press, 1939-

Limerick, Patricia Nelson. The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken 
Past of the American West. New York: Norton, 1987; New 
York: Norton paperback, 1988. 

Lowitt, Richard. George W. Norris: The Triumph of a Progressive. 
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1978. 

Malone, Michael P. and Richard W. Etulain. The American West: A 
Twentieth-Centurv History. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1989. 

262 



Marburger, Harold J. Texas Elections. 1918-1954. Austin: Texas 
State Library, 1956. 

May, Irvin M., Jr. Marvin Jones: The Public Life of an Agrarian 
Advocate. College Station: Texas A & M Press, 1980. 

McCarty, John L. Adobe Walls Bride: The Story of Billv and Olive King 
Dixon. San Antonio: Naylor Company, 1955. 

_ . The Enchanted West. Dallas: Dr. Pepper Company, 
1944. 

Maverick Town: The Story of Old Tascosa. 1946. 
Reprint, with forward by C L. Sonnichsen. Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1988. 

, comp. Prairie Nights and Yucca: A Bouquet of Poems 
from the Wind Washed Plains of the Texas Panhandle. Dalhart: 
Dalhart Publishing Company, 1934. 

, comp. Wind in the Cottonwoods. Dalhart: Dalhart 
Publishing Company, 1936. 

McKay, Seth Shepherd. Texas Politics. 1906-1944. Lubbock: Texas 
Tech University Press, 1952. 

Miner, Horace. Culture and Agriculture: An Anthropological Studv 
of a Corn Belt Countv. Occasional Contributions from the 
Museum of Anthropology of the University of Michigan, no. 
14. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1949. 

Nail, David L. One Short Sleep Past: A Profile of Amarillo in the 
Thirfies. Canyon, TX: Staked Plains Press, 1973. 

Nash, Gerald. The American West Transformed: The Impact of the 
Second World War. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1985. 

. Creating the West: Historical Interpretations. 1890-
1990. A volume in the Calvin Horn Lectures in Western 
History and Culture. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 1991. 

263 



Nixon, Edgar B., comp. and ed. Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
Conservation. 1911-1945. New York: Arno Press, 1972. 

Nordyke, Lewis. The Truth About Texas. New York: Thomas Y. 
Crowell, 1957. 

Patenaude, Lionel V. Texas. Politics and the New Deal. New York: 
Garland Publishing, 1983. 

Perry, David C and Alfred J. Watkins, eds. The Rise of the Sunbelt 
Cities. Urban Affairs Annual Reviews, Vol. 14. Beverly Hills: 
Sage Press, 1977. 

Price, B. Byron and Frederick W. Rathjen. The Golden Spread: An 
Illustrated History of Amarillo and the Texas Panhandle. 
Northridge, CA: Windsor Publications, 1986. 

Reid, Robert L. Picturing Texas: The FSA-OWI Photographers in the 
Lone Star State. 1935-1943. Austin: Texas State Historical 
Association, 1994. 

Richardson, Rupert N., Adrian Anderson and Ernest Wallace. Texas: 
The Lone Star State. 7th ed. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall, 1997. 

Riney-Kehrberg, Pamela. Rooted in Dust: Surviving Drought and 
Depression in Southwestern Kansas. Lawrence: University of 
Kansas Press, 1994. 

Savage, William. The Cowboy Hero: His Image in American History 
and Culture. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979. 

Schwarz, Jordan A. The New Dealers: Power Politics in the Age of 
Roosevelt. New York: Knopf, 1993. 

Spray, Barbara C , comp. Texas Panhandle Forefathers. Amarillo: 
Amarillo Genealogical Society, 1983. 

Texas State Historical Association. The New Handbook of Texas. 6 
vols. Austin: Texas State Historical Society, 1996. 

264 



Thompson, Thomas. North of Palo Duro: Turnstile Speaks Again. 
Canyon, TX: Staked Plains Press, n.d. 

Webb, Walter Prescott. Divided We Stand: The Crisis of a Frontierless 
Democracy. New York: ?, 1937. 

More Water for Texas: The Problem and the 
Plan. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1954. 

White, Richard. "It's Your Misfortune and None of Mv Own:" A New 
Historv of the American West. Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1991. 

Worster, Donald. Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s. New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1979; New York: Oxford 
Paperbacks, 1982. 

Articles 

Aron, Stephen. "The West as America: A Review of the Latest Ken 
Burns Documentary." Perspectives 34 (September 1996): 1, 
7-10. 

Carlson, Paul H. "Black Sunday: South Plains Dust Blizzard of April 
14, 1935." West Texas Historical Association Yearbook 67 
(1991): 5-17. 

Friedman, Kinky. "My Willie." Texas Monthly. September 1997: 56-
64. 

Hurt, R. Douglas. "Letters from the Dust Bowl." Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Review 52 (1979): 1-14. 

Kelly, Eric P. Review of Maverick Town: The Story of Old Tascosa. by 
John L. McCarty. American Historical Review 52 (July 1947): 
807. 

Kleppner, Paul. "Politics Without Parties: The Western States, 1900-
1984." In The Twentieth Centurv West: Historical 
Interpretations, edited by Gerald D. Nash and Richard Etulain. 
Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989. 

265 



Leuchtenberg, William E. "Roosevelt, Norris and the 'Seven Little 
TVAs.'" Journal of Politics 14 (August 1952): 418-47. 

McCarty, John L. "Goodbye Little Dogie." Southwest Heritage. March 
1969: 44-46. 

. "Kenneth Wyatt: Cowboys and Quarter Horses." 
Southwestern Art 3 (1971): 2-6. 

"Literature of the Plains." Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Review 13 (1940): 91-113. 

. "Old Blue." Ranch Romances. December 29, 1944: 
91-94. 

. "Scenic Palo Duro Canyon Drive Proposed to Open 
Another Southwest Attraction." Texas Commercial News. July 
1928: 10-11, 30. 

. "Texas Linked With National Flood Control Move." 
Texas Commercial News. July 1928: 13-14, 24. 

. "Tips on Futures in Amarillo." A B C Magazine. 
October 1928: n.p. 

"We May Be Down-But Not Out." West Texas 
Todav. October 1933: 5. 

Nail, Garry L. "Dust Bowl Days: Panhandle Farming in the 1930's." 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Review 48 (1975): 42-63. 

Nathan, Debbie. "Forget the Alamo." Texas Monthlv. April 1998: 
104-105, 126-28. 

"Old Tack." Time. 7 July 1952: 7. 

"Panhandle Lakes Program Stimulates Business." ,SQUthwe$t Bysine§§ 
Magazine. September 1939: 15-18. 

Patoski, Joe Nick. "Grand Canyons." Texas Monthlv. August 1997: 
130-33, 173-74. 

266 



Petersen, Peter L. "A Park for the Panhandle: The Acquisition and 
Development of the Palo Duro Canyon State Park." In The Storv 
of Palo Duro Canyon, edited by Duane F. Guy. Canyon, TX: 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Society, 1979. 

Ridge, Martin. "The American West: From Frontier to Region." New 
Mexico Historical Review 64 (April 1989): 125-41. 

Roddy, Roy. "Texas Helium For War or Peace." Texas Digest. June 28, 
1941: 12-13. 

Rowley, William D. "The West as Laboratory and Mirror of Reform." 
In The Twentieth Century West: Historical Interpretations, 
edited by Gerald D. Nash and Richard Etulain. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1989. 

Settle, William A. Review of Maverick Town: The Story of Old 
Tascosa. by John L. McCarty. Mississippi Vallev Historical 
Review 33 (December 1946): 499-500. 

267 






