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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: THE TEXAS ANGORA GOAT

AND MOHAIR INDUSTRY TO 1950

An old Spanish proverb suggests that ““You raise cattle for prestige and sheep [and
goats] for money.” Nowhere is this proverb more applicable than Texas. Agriculturally,
Texas is best known for cattle, cotton, horses, hogs, and sheep. The Texas Angora goat
and the mohair industry, on the other hand, is often overlooked, despite the fact that the
state produces eighty-three percent of the mohair grown in the United States and half of
world’s total output. The top three mohair producing states, Arizona, New Mexico and
Texas, produced nearly two million pounds of mohair in 2004. During the same year
Texas Angora ranchers clipped 210,000 goats producing 1.62 million pounds of mohair
valued at $3.4 million.!

The state’s Angora and mohair industry is centered on the Edwards Plateau and in
the Hill Country regions of Texas. Historically, ten counties (Edwards, Val Verde, Sutton,
Uvalde, Kinney, Crockett, Pecos, Gillespie, Kimble, and Terrell) have lead the state in
Angora goat and mohair production.? In the two regions, economic development in many

small towns and communities relies upon mohair production and much commerce in the

'U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, Texas Wool
Production Identical to Last Year: Mohair Production Down 4 Percent, January 28,
2005, www.nass.gov/tx/pr1305.htm, accessed March 27, 2005.

**“Goats and Mohair,” Texas Almanac and State Industrial Guide, 1966-67 (Dallas: A. H.
Belo Corparation 1965), 418-419.



communities takes place at the local wool and mohair warehouse, which buys, stores, and
markets mohair. Commission buyers, such as the late Clyde Young of Lampasas, who
represented Winslow and Company, a Boston textile firm, purchased mohair from such
warehouses and area producers, thus helping to fuel the local economy.

Governmental policy over time has both helped and hindered the Texas mohair
industry. Various federal farm policies, including the Agricultural Adjustment Act of
1938, and the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1949, helped the mohair industry become a
major element of Texas’ agricultural economy. Other governmental policies hindered the
industry. The Reciprocal Free Trade Agreements Act, for example, created a paradoxical
relationship between farm issues and American foreign policy that adversely affected the
mohair industry for decades.

The 1950's served as a crucial decade for the Texas mohair industry. During the
watershed period, two important events shaped the future of the mohair industry, the
federal government’s inadequate relief policy in response to a devastating seven year
drought and the enactment of National Wool Act of 1954 designed to correct the
paradoxical relationship between farm and foreign policy which threatened the survival of
the industry.

Both the Texas Mohair Industry and the drought of the 1950's have been largely
ignored by historians. Traditionally historians have favored the more romantic image of
the mythic cowboy ovef the equally interesting yet unsung Angora goat rancher. As a
result only a handful of studies exist dealing with the Texas Angora goat and mohair

industry. William Leslie Black’s A New Industry or Raisng the Angora Goat and Mohair



for Profit (1900) provides a dated but still relevant history of the rise of the Angora goat
and mohair from ancient times through the early twentieth century. Paul Carlson’s Texas
Woollybacks: The Rangé Sheep and Goat Industry (1982) and Douglas E. Barnett’s
Master’s thesis Mohair in Texas: Livestock Experimentation on the Edwards Plateau
offer the only recent history of the sheep and goat industry in Texas.

Scholars have likewise ignored the seven year drought of the 1950's despite is
devastatirig effects. The prolonged dry spell of the 1950's has taken a backseat to the
Cold War and largely urban social-political issues that dominate the historical literature
dealing with the 1950's. Rana Williamson’s doctoral dissertation The Heat from the
Forge: Aspects of Seven Year Drought of the 1950's in Texas (1993) and her brief book
When the Catfish had Ticks: Texas Drought Humor (1997) provide the only academic
study of the major natural disaster of the 1950's The aim of this study is to shed light on
these long neglected topics and look at the resiliency of both Texas mohair ranchers and
the industry, and it will explore the role of governmental policy in the industry during the
crucial decade of the 1950's. Despite hardships caused by natural disaster and
goverﬁmental policy, mohair production and the people who depend upon it for their
livelihood have endured, preserving a unique industry that has developed into a way of
life in the Lone Star State.

The origins of the Angora goat can be traced back to the rocky mountainous
Angora (Ankara) province of Turkey located three hundred miles southwest of Istanbul.
The remote region supported Turkish weavers who for centuries skillfully utilized mohair

in the manufacture of fine handmade rugs and robes. Turkish Angoras, which provided



the fibers for the weavers’ products, bare little resemblance to the animal found grazing
Texas pastures today. By 1063, Turkish herders had bred the pure Angoras out of
existence. They did it by cross-breeding their animals with the smaller Kurd goat, creating
a goat similar to the modern Angora.?

European knowledge of the Angora goats and mohair remained shrouded in rumor
for many decades. Because of the lack of knowledge concerning mohair, importation of
Angoras into Europe started slowly and extended over the course of three centuries. The
use of Mohair in the mills of Europe began during the 16™ century as weavers imported
Angoras in small numbers.* In 1765, the Spanish Crown established the first substantial
European Angora herd with the importation of one-hundred goats. Louis XVI of France
established a small herd of Turkish goats at the Royal farms at Rambouillet; sadly the
goats became victims of instability and subsequent lack of care during the French
Revolution. As the European political climate stabilized following the revolution,
importation of Angora goats resumed. At the beginning of the 19" century, European
craftsmen wove raw mohair into fabric in Belgium and England.’

Also beginning in the 19" century, innovative American stockmen, beginning

* Q. C. Fisher, “Centennial of the Angora Goat in America: Extension of the Remarks of
O. C. Fisher of Texas in the House of Representatives, October 13, 1949, Sheep and
Goat Raiser Magazine 30 (November 1949): 10.

* Douglas E. Barnett, “Angora Goats In Texas: Agricultural Innovation on the Edwards
Plateau, 1858-1900,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 90 (April 1987): 351-352.

s William Leslie Black, A New Industry or Raising the Angora Goat and Mohair for Profit
(Fort Worth: Keystone 1900), 34.



with James Davis of South Carolina, began to import Angoras to the Untied States.
Although frained as a medical doctor, Davis enjoyed agricultural pursuits. They became
the work of his professional life. Responding to a request by the Sultan of Turkey,
President James Polk dispatched Davis to Turkey in order to educate Turkish farmers
concerning the production of cotton. Impressed with Davis’ performance, the Sultan
offered Davis nine of the “choicest goats in his domain™® As a government employee,
Davis needed permission from President Polk to accept the Sultan’s generous gift. At
first, the President denied the request as in his opinion, the goats would be useless in the
United States. After Davis persuaded the President that the goats would be useful to the
nation’s woolen industry, and the first Angora goats, seven females and two males,
arrived in Charleston in the fall of 1849.

Upon his return to South Carolina, Davis successfully cross-bred the Angoras
with native goats. After a few crosses, the finer hair of the Angoras replaced the short
hair genetically dominant in native goats, thus eliminating the distinction between the
fleece of the purebred and the cross-bred animals. As his experiments with cross-
breeding succeeded, Davis began to exhibit his goats at expositions and fairs throughout
the southern states, attracting the attention of other interested parties, among them
Richard Peters of Georgia.’

Peters, a Pennsylvania-born civil engineer, had traveled to Georgia in 1842 to

8 Fisher, “Centennial of the Angora,” 26.

"Bamett, “Mohair in Texas,” 13.



oversee the construction of the Georgia Railroad from Covington, Georgia, to
Montgomery, Alabama. Upon completion of the railroad, Peters purchased 1,500 acres in
the Oothcaloga Valley, located in Georgia’s Gordon County, where he established his
Peters Stock Farm.® Peters experimented with several breeds of cattle and hogs on his
farm before becoming interested in Angora goats in the 1850°s. In 1854, Peters
purchased James Davis’ Angoras for the unprecedented price of $1,000 per head. Peters
continued Davis’ successful cross-breeding experiments and imported a number of
animals from Turkey to improve his herd. The Peters herd served as the foundation for
Angora herds across the United States.”

Richard Peters’ success with Angora goats prompted more importations and
experimentation. After Davis in 1849, W. W. Cheney of Boston in 1861 undertook the
first substantial import of Angoras, shipping eighty head of goats to the United States.
Importations continued following the Civil War. In 1868, Israel Diehl, while serving as
Untied States Consul in Turkey, shipped over one hundred head of goats to California.
Until the Sultan of Turkey prohibited further export at the turn of the century, the
importation of Angoras to the United States continued during the mohair boom years of

the late 19" century.'?

 Black, A New Industry, 58-59.
? Barnett, “Angora Goats in Texas,” 352.

* Fisher, “Centennial of the Angora Goat,” 27.



The termination of goat exportation by the Sultan of Turkey had little effect on the
distribution of Angora goats in the Untied States. The domestic herds, such as those
owned by Richard Peters, provided sufficient foundation stock for American producers.
By the 1880’s, Angora goats had gained a foothold in California and the Southwest, but
the rapid expansion of the mohair industry became most evident in Texas.

It is unclear exactly who brought the first Angora goats to Texas or when the
goats arrived in the Lone Star State. Some sources credit F. O. Landrum of Uvalde
County with bringing the first Angoras to the state. Other sources credit Robert
Williamson, who, representing the Summer Cashmere Company, imported in 1847 eight
head of Angora goats to Texas'' In addition to Landrum and Williamson, William Haupt
of Hays County, who purchased eight head of Angoras from Richard Peters in 1858 for
$100 each, received credit for establishing the goat in Texas.!?

Although they cite several people for bringing the first Angoras goats to Texas,
most authorities credit William Leslie Black for promoting the Angora goat and mohair
industry.’3 Black, a New Orleans native and Civil War veteran, was a central figure in the
founding of the New York Cotton Exchange. He purchased a 30,000-acre ranch in
modern-day Menard County where he became involved in cattle and sheep production.

Shortly after purchasing the ranch, Black discovered his Mexican ranch hands preferred

U Paul H. Carlson, Texas Woollybacks: The Range Sheep and Goat Industry (College
Station: Texas A&M University Press 1981), 33-34.

2 Black, A New Industry, 71-75.

® Carlson, Texas Woollybacks, 121.



eating goat meat to lamb. Therefore, he purchased a small herd of common “Spanish”
goats. Black became aware of Richard Peters success in cross-breeding common goats
and purchased eight males and four females from Peters for $750, a price he considered
“enormous.”™

In 1882, eight thousand head of Angora goats grazed at will on Black’s Southwest
Texas ranch. Realizing the need to thin out his herd before the goats overran his property;
Black contacted Armour and Company in Chicago, offering to sell 1,000 fat wethers to
the meat packing firm if Armour agreed to return the valuable hides. Black’s contact at
Armour declined the offer explaining that “goat meat was not at all fashionable; and
although he knew it was quite as good as sheep, he could not venture to slaughter them in
large numbers until the people had overcome their prejudice for it.”"* Undeterred by
Armour’s rejection, Black slaughtered the animals himself and established his own
canning facility on his ranch, selling the meat in “hermetically sealed tin cans.”'®

Although his canned goat meat met with little success, Black’s contributions to
the mohair industry were far reaching. Black’s establishment of canning and tanning
facilities, coupled with the publication of his book A New Industry or Raising the Angora

Goat and Mohair for Profit encouraged the expansion of the industry. Yet Black’s sale

of Angoras to parties outside of Texas, served as his greatest contribution to the

' Black, A New Industry, 12-13.

®Ibid., 13.

¢ Ibid.



development of the Texas mohair industry by promoting the goats and mohair outside of
the Lone Star State.'”

In the 1880’s Texas led the nation in mohair production. Texas’ rise in
prominence was due in part to the efforts of promoters, such as Black. But it was also due
to the creation of an unique mohair marketing system. During the late 19" century, Texas
became the first state to establish a mohair marketing system at a local level: the
warehouse system.'® The Texas wool and mohair warehouse system began in 1868 with
the founding of T. C. Frost and Company of San Antonio. Frost offered credit in his store
fo area sheep and goat raisers in return for the marketing rights of the wool clip. Frost
became the first Texas merchant to act as commission salesman and warehouseman, and
he handled more wool during the 1880’s than anyone in the Untied States."

As railroads expanded through the state during the 1880's, other Texas
businessmen established wool warehousing ventures.. Theodore Heick opened a
warehouse in Abilene to provide access to the expanding Texas and Pacific Railroad.
Later in the decade, Charles Schreiner, the father of the Texas Hill Country, pioneered
warehousing in Kerrville. In 1887, as a railroad made its way into his city, Schreiner

constructed a wool warehouse along the main track to handle clips from surrounding

" Carlson, Texas Woollybacks, 129.

1 Texas Sheep, Goat, Wool, and Mohair Industry, Natural Fibers Economic Research
(Austin: University of Texas Press 1975), 13.

' Bdward Norris Wentworth, America’s Sheep Trails: History and Personalities (Ames:
Towa State University Press 1948), 392.



counties. In Lampasas, Melmouth and C. D. Stokes established a warehouse and other
enterprises that transformed the community into a major wool and mohair center.
Countless other merchants created warehouses. They became centers of commerce in
small communities as the Texas mohair industry continued its rapid expansion.”

During the first two decades of the 20" century the number of wool and mohair
warehouses established in Texas began to increase. Will Whitehead and C. O. Fokes in
1900 founded the Del Rio Wool and Mohair Company. Around the same time, C. D.
Stokes joined with Tom Richy and Albert Brown to form 'the Central Texas Trading
Company. In San Angelo, soon to become the nucleus of the Texas mohair industry,
Charles Hobbs and J. H. Mears stored wool and mohair in every available shed and
vacant building before building their own warehouse after the arrival of the Santa Fe
Railroad in the 1880°s.2!

The Wool Grower’s Central Storage Company of San Angelo became the first
warehouse to offer “full service,” handling the'grower’s product from the time the clip
left the ranch until it was sold and shipped becoming the first modern warehouse.”? Qver
time, modern wool and mohair warehouses became responsible for weighing, grading,

and storing a producer’s wool and mohair. They attracted potential buyers, like Clyde

*Ibid., 392. Joyce Tomlinson, “Clyde Young and Mohair Synonymous: Lampasas Buyer
Recognized as Major Exporter,” Lampasas Dispatch-Record, December 21, 1978.

* Wentworth, America’s Sheep Trails, 393; Tomilinson, “Clyde Young and Mohair
Synonymous,” Lampasas Dispatch-Record, December 21, 1978.

2 Ibid.
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Young, to the warchouse in order to secure the highest possible price for the producer.”

The rapid expansion of the Texas mohair industry led producers to consider how
to best handle the marketing of their product and the result was a goat registry to insure
the promotion of proper bloodlines. In turn, producers began to establish national breed
organizations, and several established or relocated their headquarters to Texas.

One of the first breed organizations to relocate to Texas was the American Angora
Breeders Association. Formed in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1898, the association moved
its offices to Sabinal, Texas, in 1924, and then to Rocksprings two years later.** As a
result, Rocksprings came to be known as the “Angora goat capital of the world.”®

In January 1913, due to an increase in livestock thefts, Sonora area sheep and goat
ranchers formed the Stockman’s Protective Organization of Sutton County. The
Stockman’s Protective Organization utilized its membership dues to hire an inspector
who reduced the number of thefts over the next two years. In response to the success of
the theft control program, several prominent members of the Sutton County association
gathered with other sheep and goat producers at Del Rio to organize in 1915 what would
become the industry’s largest and most influential organization: the Texas Sheep and

Goat Raisers Association.” Other organizations formed shortly after the establishment of

» Texas Sheep, and Goat, Wool, and Mohair Industry, 13-14.
* Carlson, Texas Woollybacks, 197.

*'W. M. Pritchett, “The Mohair Industry in the Southwest,” Sheep and Goat Raiser
Magazine 31 (January 1951): 24.

% Carlson, Texas Woollybacks, 198.
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the Texas Sheep and Goat Raisers Association. Angora producers formed the United
Goat and Sheep Organization at Uvalde in 1920, but later it became the Texas Angora
Goat Raisers Association.”” As the Texas mohair industry continued its expansion,
producers formed in 1933, the Texas Wool and Mohair Growers Organization in San
Angelo.

Meanwhile, during World War 1, the Federal Government increased its
involvement in the national mohair industry. Wool and mohair prices experienced
fluctuations over the course of the war. The federal government created a wool division
within the War Industries Board and in 1918 set the minimum price it would pay for
wool. The wool division set the price at July 1917 levels, four to ten cents below the 1918
market. The new price policy had little effect on the Texas wool and mohair market for its
unique warehouse system shielded it somewhat. Yet the actions of the federal government
during the World War I underscored the need for a national wool policy. The policy
debate remained a hot issue for decades.”

Following the conclusion of World War I, the numbers of goats clipped in the
Untied States began a steady increase. Strong demand from the new but growing
automobile industry for mohair to be used in upholstery began around 1922 and

continued to 1931, fueling a period of expansion.”

7 Pritchett, “The Mohair Industry in the Southwest,” 24.
®bhid., 196.

#Tbid., 24. Carlson; Texas Woollybacks, 205.

12



During the 1930's, economic depression and the development of a paradoxical
relationship between federal foreign and farm policy adversely affected the Texas mohair
industry. New deal programs such as the Domestic Products Law, which allowed bonus
payments to manufacturers who utilized domestic wool and mohair in their products,
provided a much needed price support system to bolster the industry during the
depression.

Other New Deal legislation proved less beneficial to the mohair industry. The
Reciprocal Free Trade Agreements Act of 1934, while promoting the concept of peace
through free trade, began an influx of cheaply produced foreign wool and mohair which
undersold domestic growers. In an attempt to ease some of the impact of the law,
Congress included in the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1938 authorizing a price support
loan program fro wool and mohair with limited success. Despite attempts at reform, the
paradoxical relationship between American farm and foreign policy created by the
Reciprocal Free Trade Agreements Act continued to prove problematic for wool and
mohair producers.

The entrance of the United States into World War II further increased
governmental involvement in the national economy and as a result, the Texas mohair
industry’s dependance upon governmental policy for survival. The War Production board
restricted the use of wool and mohair by a number of key industries, effectively crippling
the market. Government stockpiling in 1945 coupled with rising cost of production and a
severe drought in 1947-48 caused the number of goats clipped in the United States in the

late 1940’s to fall to the lowest level since 1925. To many producers, the decline

13



signaled the end of mohair industry and producers feared the Angora goat would “go the
way of the longhorn steer.”® The fears of producers were soon put to rest as the industry
underwent a dramatic upturn beginning in 1949.

The recovery of the mohair industry during 1949 can be attributed to two factors,
an embargo on the export of wools by Argentina and United States Government price
supports for mohair in its Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1949. The agricultural act
streamlined previous price support programs and established additional subsides for dairy
products, tung nuts, honey, and wool at sixty to ninety percent of parity.” The price
support provisions of the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1949 coupled with a decline in
competition from Argentine wool producers encouraged mohair producers to expand their
operations, thus spurring a resurgence in the industry.*

Between 1849, when James B. Davis imported the first Angora goats from
Turkey to his South Carolina farm, and 1949 mohair producers over came many
obstacles, including shifting governmental policies. They transformed the Angora goat
and mohair production from an agricultural oddity into a predominant industry in Texas
agriculture. In 1949, over two million Angora goats valued at over $11,000,000 grazed

Texas pasture lands. Texas mohair growers looked toward the 1950°s filled with

¥Pritchett, “The Mohair Industry in the Southwest,” 22.

% Congress, Senate, Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry, The United States
Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry 1825-1998, S. Doc. 105-24
(Washington D. C.: GPO,1998)

http://www.acess.gpo.gov/congress/senate/sen_agriculture/prelim.html.
*Ibid., 24.
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confidence in the promise of their industry, unaware of two industry altering events
looming on the horizon: natural disaster, in the form of a devastating seven year drought
and shifting federal foreign and farm policy, which would leave the industry dependent

upon government support,

15



CHAPTER I

THE BIG DRY

Texas mohair producers approached the dawn of the 1950's with hopeful
optimism toward the future of their industry. Angora goats, once consideréd an exotic
agricultural novelty had become a profitable enterprise by the mid-twentieth century. As
one result the mohair industry became of greater importance to the Texas economy. In
1950, 2,295,000 goats valued in excess of $13 million grazed Texas’ pastures producing
13,862,000 pounds of mohair fiber worth over $10 million to Texas producers.’ A wool
shortage during the early 1950's created an increased demand for mohair from the
military, fueling another boom for the Texas mohair industry.” Nature soon dashed the
optimism of mohair producers. A prolonged seven year drought, dubbed the “big dry”**
by the national press, altered Texas’ agriculture and the mohair industry for years to
come.

Several factoré contributed to the boom period experienced by the mohair
producer at the onset of the 1950s. Angora goats, considered a oddity during the 19"

century, began to prove their worth during the crucial period of the 1950's. Producers

learned over time that a single Angora produced 14 pounds of mohair each year. At a

'“Goats and Mohair,” Texas Almanac and State Industrial Guide, 1951 (Dallas: A.H.
Belo Corporation 1950), 406-407.

2“Goats Mean Gold in Texas,” Business Week 10 (October 13, 1951): 118.

¥The Big Dry,” Time Magazine, December 17, 1956, Time Archive,
www.lime.com/time/archive/printout/0,23657,867410,00.html.
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market price of a dollar a pound, mohair goats provided a quick and profitable return on
the producer’s investment.

In addition to the valuable mohair, during the 1950's, goats also became a
profitable slaughter animal. In August 1951, the San Antonio Packing Company
slaughtered nearly 2,000 head of goats a day at a market price of $10 for aduits and $5 for
kids. Adult goat meat sometimes referred to as chevon, was less expensive than beef at
the local meat market. It averaged about forty cents a pound but just as William Leslie
Black discovered in the 1890's, the American consumer had not developed a taste for goat
meat’

The Texas mohair industry and the communities which depended upon it for
economic survival enjoyed a prosperous period during the early years of the 1950's. Retail
sales in the top mohair producing counties of Texas, centered on the Edwards Plateau,
reflected the profits of producers, averaging six million dollars annually.’

Nature soon disrupted the boom with what historian Walter Prescott Webb has

referred to as “one of the strangest tragedies known to mankind.”®

A severe, prolonged
drought hit the Southern plains, ravaged Texas’ rangelands, and devastated its livestock

industry.

West Texas author Elmer Kelton correctly described the spread of the drought in

“Ibid., 118.
>Texas Almanac 1952-1953, 283.

§ Walter Prescott Webb, “Billion Dollar Cure For Texas’ Drought,” Harper’s Magazine
206 (December 1953): 73.
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the opening pages of his novel The Time it Never Rained.Tt crept up out of Mexico,” he
writes, “touching first along the brackish Pecos and spreading then in all directions, a

7 Kelton’s “cancerous blight” began in the

cancerous blight burning a scar upon the land.
lower Rio Grande Valley during the late spring months of 1949 spreading into West
Texas by late fall.

Over the course of the next seven years the dry spell spread across the state
becoming a “super drought.” The lack of rain in the 1950's proved more destructive in the
amount of area covered and durations than the legendary Dust Bowl drought of the
1930s.® While the GreatDepression era droughts afflicted nearly 97 million acres (6,700
square miles) in five states, the drouéht of the 1950's consumed over 1,700,000 square
miles in twenty-six states. At its worst intensity some 500,000 acres in the Southwest
alone were affected. Moreover, the legendary droughts of the 1930s took place in stages,
the first beginning in 1933 and cuiminating with the “black blizzard” dust storms of April
1935, which led journalist Robert Geiger to coin the phase “Dust Bowl” in reference to
the plains. The Black Blizzards of 1935 were followed by a brief respite before the start

of the second drought phase in 1937. In contrast, the Big Dry began in 1950 and

continued without relief for seven years.”

"Blmer Kelton, The Time it Never Rained (New York: Tom Doherty 1973), 1.
$George W. Bomar, Texas Weather (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983), 153.

% “The Big Dry,” Time, December 17, 1956; Rana K. Williamson, “The Heat From the
Forge: Aspects of the Seven Year Drought of the 1950's in Texas” (Ph.D. Dissertation,
Texas Christian University, 1993), 29. Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The South Plains
in the 1930's, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), 4.
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During the opening years of the drought, from 1949 to 1951, the average rainfall
in Texas fell 40% from 34.34 inches to 21.09 inches, and it remained at least thirteen
inches below the 1949 average for the next seven years. Some areas of Texas experienced
more extreme drought conditions than the state average reflects. Tom Green County, for
example, averaged a meager 10.41 inches of precipitation during 1951 which amounted
to exactly 48% of the average rainfall amount of 21.91 inches recorded over the previous
fifty years."®

By 1952 half the state had recorded rainfall averages ten to twenty inches below
normal levels. In October 1952, monthly precipitation averaged .03 inches, the lowest
level since the weather bureau began its observations in 1888. Lubbock, the informal
capital of West Texas, for the first time since 1914 failed to register even a trace of rain
for October. By year’s end, Texas rainfall averages had dropped 30% below normal.!

The following year found three-quarters of Texas experiencing below normal
rainfall levels. Forrest fires consumed 262,000 acres of pine forest in East Texas, and the
United States Soil Conservation Service predicted the worst soil erosion since the
1930's.”

May 1953 brought some significant rains but not enough to end the drought. The

Soil Conservation Service office in Fort Worth offered a dismal appraisal of the spring

"Texas Almanac and State Industrial Guide, 1966-1967 (Dallas: A. H. Belo Corporation
1965), 108-121; Williamson, “The Heat From the Forge,” 31-33.

"Williamson, “The Heat from the Forge,” 32.
Ibid..
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rains: “Drought conditions remain unchanged in most areas of Western Texas and
Oklahoma. Scattered showers in recent weeks have given temporary relief to some of the
extremely dry areas but there is not enough moisture throughout the High Plains and
Southern Plains to produce the much needed crop for plant cover needed to prevent soil
blowing.”"?

Dry conditions persisted into the summer of 1953, resulting in a return of severe
dust storms, some of which equaled the “Black Blizzards™ of the 1930s. Time magazine
reported in July 1953: “The brown soil is blowing an eerie haze against the blazing blue
sky forming dunes in the fields and lying in ripples against the sides of buildings.”** Soil
blown by dry Texas winds gathered on highways and railroad tracks across the South
Plains as crews from Lubbock and Lamesa worked to remove the drifts.'* The sand
storms continued with a vengeance in1954 halting traffic in Lubbock. And, a Panhandle
motorist humorously recounted in the Sheep and Goat Raiser Magazine his “experience”
with the dust storms. He followed the taillights of the pickup in front of him for nearly

and hour, when the truck abruptly stopped. Before the driver could break the motorist

slammed into the leading pickup. “Why in the hell don’t you put your hand out when your

BAbilene Reporter News, May 14, 1953,

<Southwest Drought,” Time, July 6, 1953, Time Archive,
www.time.com/archive/printout/0,23657,822817,00.html.
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going to stop,” the motorist asked the driver of the pickup. “Why should 1,” he replied,
“I'm in my own sheepbarn.”'¢

An increase in rainfall levels throughout the state during the early months of 1955
offered the promise of relief, yet wind coupled with continued insufficient moisture led to
more dust storms on the Texas plains. The worst dust storm in twenty years struck the
South Plains in April 1955 causing motorists in Lubbock to drive with their lights on at
midday. Texas’ average rainfall reflected a 4.55 inch increase to 22.85 inches from the
18.30 inches recorded in 1954 but rainfall amounts drastically fell again in 1956 to 16.20
inches."”

Although the severe dust storms hassled Texans, water shortages caused by the
drought proved more problematic in the long term. In 1953, the Texas State Health
Department complied a list of towns and cities either rationing water or implementing
emergency sources. Of the 154 communities, towns, and cites it examined, 77 rationed
water, 48 utilized emergency sources, 21 hauled in their drinking water to supplement
supplies, and eight existed entirely on hauled water.'® The small Jones County town of

Hamlin in West Texas, out of water for over a year by 1953, existed entirely on

transported water, importing it at a cost of sixty cents per one hundred gallons.

1“PFine Wool and Clippings,” Sheep and Goat Raiser Magazine, March 1953, 49.
"“Return of the Dusters,” Time, May 29, 1954.
'®Hatfield, “Drought and Texas Cites,” 42.
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As a result, the town which once boasted a population of near 1,800 became surrounded
in the 1950s by abandoned farms, homes, and businesses."®

Larger Texas cities also suffered from the drastic water shortages. Abilene, a city
where underground water flowed beneath 80% of the north side of town and 30% of the
south side and where downtown businesses once required the use of pumps to keep
basements dry, found itself in the grip of the drought.®® Plentiful rains during 1950 had
created a bright outlook for agriculture in the Abilene area. By August, rainfall levels had
exceeded the normal average of 2.24 inches per month by over an inch and a half,
amounting to 3.79 inches. But during 1951, Abilene’s precipitation averages dropped
dramatically as the drought began to take hold. The West Texas city accumulated a
meager 14.83 inches of rain during 1951, 9.78 inches below the normal average of 24.61
recorded over the previous sixty-four years.”

Texas cites soon adopted strict water usage ordinances in an effort to force
citizens to practice conservation. Laredo enacted water restrictions prohibiting lawn
watering, car washing, and other non-essential uses of water resources. City police
encouraged Laredo citizens to implement a “big brother” system of monitoring and
reporting their neighbors for violations of the ordinance. As a result, the city court
dockets contain the names of Laredo’s most prominent citizens.

Towns and cites across the Rio Grande from Laredo passed similar water restriction

Y“Southwest Drought,” Time, July 6, 1953.
DAbilene Reporter News, May 23, 2005.
HTbid., January 2, 1952.
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ordinances. Nuevo Laredo, for example adopted a similar ordinance and fined a citizen
two hundred pesos for throwing a bucket of water into the street.

Dallas suffered more than any other large city. The Dallas drought situation during
the 1950's provides an example of a growing city’s failure to plan for drought in semi-arid
regions and the danger of reliance upon limited surface water sources. Inadequate
planning and the outbreak of the Korean War contributed to the severity of the city’s
water shortage. Two weeks before the invasion of South Korea, Dallas began
construction of a new water plant designed to double the city’s water supply. As soon as
the war started however, heavy equipment needed to complete construction of the water
plant was diverted to the war effort, leaving Dallas unable to complete its new water plant
and thus supply the precious resource to newly annexed communities.

In order to supply the annexed areas with water, Dallas, as a temporary solution
transported water from the city’s fire hydrants to the outlying communities. The city’s
water needs continued to increase through the winter of 1952, Dallas secured rights from
Texas and Oklahoma to pump water from the Red River. Workers quickly constructed a
pump station near Gainesville in North Texas to send water into the Dallas area. There
were related problems, for the Red River water contained a salt content 1,000 percent
over the acceptable level for quality drinking water. Despite desalination efforts which,
by 1956, had reduced the salt content to an acceptable level. The salty water took its toll
on Dallas lawns and radiators.”

The effects of the seven year drought that ravaged Texas cities and towns proved

22 Hatfield, “Drought and Texas Cities,” 43-49.

23



equally quick and disastrous for the state’s mohair industry. As rainfall amounts
diminished, mohair production and market prices began to fall sharply. During the period
from 1950 through 1951 overall mohair production in the seven leading states fell by
357,000 pounds from 13,245,000 pounds to 12,888,000 pounds, a three percent decrease
and 33% lower than the ten year average of 19,263,000 pounds.” In Texas from 1950 to
1953, mohair production fell 22%, from 13,862,000 pound to 11,972,000 pounds in 1953,
arguably the worst year of the seven year drought. The value of mohair sheared by Texas
producers also declined. Texas’ mohair clip was valued at over fourteen million dollars
in 1951 but fell by five million dollars to just over nine million dollars in 1954.%*

Prolonged drought conditions posed a triple threat to the economic well-being of
Texas mohair producers: deteriorating range conditions, increasingly high supplemental
feed costs, and consistently declining market prices. The drought years of the 1950's
exacted a terrible toll upon Texas’ rangelands, which provided the primary food source
for livestock. During the first year of the drought, the average grass yield from Texas
pastures dropped seventeen percent from seventy-three percent in 1950 to fifty-six
percent in 1951, a trend that continued for the duration of the seven year drought.

Faced with a severe lack of natural forage for their livestock, producers became
more dependent upon expensive supplemental feeds to maintain herds. Supplemental hay

and grain products priced at between thirty-five and seventy dollars a ton on average,

#Mohair Production and Income 1950-1951,” Sheep and Goat Raiser Magazine 32
(April 1952): 36.

WTexas Almanac and State Industrial Guide 1966-1967, 108-121.
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placed an extreme burden on ranchers’ already stretched pocketbooks. Faced with
mounting expenses, producers turmed to less costly products, such as molasses, to sustain
their livestock through the drought. A more extreme measure involved burning the spines
from prickly-pear so the animals could eat the cactus™

The harsh realities of the devastation caused by the drought tested the resolve of
such hardened Texas sheep and goat men as Melvin Wilhelm of Menard. Wilhelm owned
four sections of land and rented another thousand acres for his operation during the
1950s. “Most of us are damn fools,” Wilhelm remarked. “We keep a-fightin and a- hopin
it will rain, because there was a time they used to compare this country with the limestone
country in Kentucky. There was a time you couldn’t buy land in Menard County. The
only way to get it was to marry it or inherit it. So we’ve got to stick with it.”*

Agricultural experts attempted to reassure struggling producers through articles
published in the Sheep and Goat Raiser Magazine, the official publication of the Texas
Sheep and Goat Raisers Association. One such article, entitled “ Its been dry before-West
Texas Still Okay-Give it Time,” assured producers that the current drought was not an
anomaly: “West Texas [is] just about like it has always been, ever so often it quits
raining.””” The article praised producers who from past experience with drought “learned

to gradually sell and cut numbers as the drouth proceeds.” It also praised them for saving

BWilliamson, “The Heat From the Forge,” 43-44.

*“The Unhappy Land,” Time Magazine, April 23, 1956, Time Archive,
www.time.com/time/archive/printout/0,23657,865273,00.html.

HJts been dry before-West Texas Still Okay-Give it Time,” Sheep and Goat Raiser
Magazine 34 (November 1953): 26.

25



their earnings during prosperous times rather than “shooting the whole works as margin
to borrow as much money as they can so they can become bigger and bigger operators.”?

Other articles found in the Sheep and Goat Raiser during the period downplayed
the seriousness of previous droughts especially those of the Dust Bowl as being
“overdramatized by writers such as [John] Steinbeck in his Grapes of Wrath.”* The
article stressed the ability of the land to recover quickly from drought with only “a few
well spaced rains.” We do not need, the article said, the advice of “armchair specialist
from coast to coast' who knew exactly what it took to restore the productivity of the Great
Southwest.”™®

Encouraging articles from experts did little to relive the day to day distress of
Texas mohair producers. Texas producers sought relief from the dire situation they faced
through prayer, science, and humor. Living deep in the buckle of the “Bible Belt,” many
West Texans turned to God to provide rainfall. Governor Allan Shivers called for a
statewide day of prayer in 1953. A Baptist minister rejected Shiver’s idea. He declared,
“The Southwest and Texas has turned its back on God. Generally, we are not a very

religious nation. When we repealed the 18" amendment, we indicated we wanted our

booze, our wine, our song, so God is withholding his rain.”*!

2bid.
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When prayer failed to produce the desired results, some West Texans turned to
the mysterious process of rainmaking. Attempts at rainmaking were nothing new. Plains
Indians had performed ceremonial dances to bring rain for generations and the expanding
railroads employed a dubious Australian known as Frank Melbourne to preform
“mysterious rites” to produce rain. In Texas, C. W. Post experimented with dynamite to
induce rainfall, a practice also undertaken by the U.S. Army in San Antonio.* Dallas city
leaders during December1952 employed a rainmaker in an attempt to relive its water
crisis. In June 1953, Lake Dallas reached its highest level in two years. Taking credit for
the increased rainfall, the Dallas rainmaker began negotiations with Fort Worth for a
contract, unfortunately for the rainmaker, heavy rains fell upon the city during the
negotiations.®

Modern science provided drought stricken Texans with a new process of creating
rainfall: “seeding” clouds with sliver iodide. Irving Langmuir, a Nobel Prize winning
scientist employed by the General Electric Research Laboratory, performed the first
experiments in cloud seeding. Langmuir claimed that his experiments proved the value of
cloud seeding beyond “a valid doubt.” The Untied States Weather Bureau and other
scientists, such as Professor E. J. Workman of the New Mexico School of Mines,
rejected Langmuir’s theories. Workman contended the seeding of clouds with sliver

1odide actually reduced the probability of clouds producing rainfall by “reversing the
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thermodynamic principles” required for precipitation. Workman added, “only 10 percent
of clouds over the Southwest have a chance of producing rain which will hit the ground
because of the high elevation of the cloud base an average of three-quarters of an inch of
rain fails to hit the ground for each inch that does, the general feeling is that successfully
seeded clouds would have produced rain despite the treatment.””

For many Texans, especially those disappointed by the results yielded by prayer,
agricultural experts, and science, humor offered a temporary respite from the misery of
drought. Author Rana Williamson collected several examples of 1950's Texas drought
humor from the Sheep and Goat Raiser Magazine and other sources in her book When the
Catfish had Ticks: Texas Drought Humor. Williamson theorizes that “by holding up to
ridicule the agents of their anxiety and frustration, Texans made them less formidable,”
and “humor rounds out a sort of ‘drought mentality’ characterized by the faith that rain
will return and the determination to wait for that day.”*

Drought humor often poked fun at the most sacred elements of West Texan’s
lives, especially religion.“One old timer claimed,” writes Williamson, “things were so dry
in his neck of the woods that the Baptist only sprinked and the Methodist just used a

damp cloth.”*® Another old timer recalled the story of “drouthed-out” Pecos County

stockman Jasper Mulligan who reported to the “Pearly Gates™ where Saint Peter
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consulted his book and informed Mulligan, “I’'m awful sorry, but with a record like this
Ill have to send you down to Hell, Mulligan shrugged and said “Well, at least that’s some
improvement.”?’

The most poignant examples of Texas drought humor sought to expose the effects
of the prolonged drought on the state’s young people. One brief example from
Williamson’s book sums up the effects of the seven year drought upon Texas children:
“In the fifties a father lamented, ‘I wish it would rain-not for my sake because I’ve seen
rain, but on account of my seven-year-old boy.”*® Drought humor also poked fun at
outsiders who could not understand the drought mentality which dominated the thinking
of Texas’ schoolchildren. “First grade students entering Goldsmith Elementary School in
the fifties,” noted Williamson, struggled with a readiness test that included the question
‘Does it rain at night?” All the kids answered ‘no.” “One teacher protested in their
defense. The question just wasn’t a fair one to ask little West Texas kids in the middle of
a drought.”®

Eventually, drought stricken Texans turned to more practical forms of relief. They
sought assistance from bank loans and government aid programs. Banks and finance
companies actively solicited agricultural producers. “Don’t turn tail and run, consult your

local banker,” suggested one advertisement sponsored by a number of Edwards Plateau

banks in the Sheep and Goat Raiser. It reassured readers, “You’ll find your local banker
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