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W riting the Ran g e
by Trish O’Malley

EV E RY JA N U A RY, E l ko , Neva d a , ho sts the Cow b oy Po e try Gat h e ri n g, an

event that gives hund reds of cow b oy po e t s , mus ic i ans and folk art ists the

o p port u n ity to ce leb rate the dive rs ity of ran ch culture in the A m e r i c a n
We st . Some 7,000 to 8,000 people listen to poets re c ite cla s s ic rhymes of the

range and con t e mporary ve rse as open and con trove rs i al as publ ic land s .

O ri g i n al ly Elko was a somewh at typic al “ c ow t ow n ,” wh e re ran ch e rs brought cat t le

to the ra i l road yards and purchased supplies. But over re cent de c a des more and

m ore of the are a’s econ o m ic base has shifted to the booming mining ind ustry and

the serv ice businesses associated with tou rism and gam bl i n g. P re d ic t ably, m any

st u dents are not from the ran ching culture . A nd even am ong ru ral st u de n t s , t h e re

is often a gre ater fam i l i arity with the Lit t le Merm a id and Spice Gi rls than Bru ce

K is ka dd on and Bob Wi l l s .

Th rough coo p e rat ive efforts with teach e rs , a d m i n istrat ors , and ar t ist s , the We st e rn

Fo l k l i fe Center, p ro d u cer of the Gat h e ri n g, has deve loped an educat i on al program

f or some 5,000 st u dent part ic i p ants in gra des K-12.

A b out a thous and 4th and 5th gra de rs vis it the hist oric Pioneer Hotel, h e a d-

q u art e rs for the We st e rn Fo l k l i fe Center, wh e re working cow b oys guide them

t h rough the an nu al Gat h e ring of Ge ar exhibit , e x p laining how the finely cra f t e d

le at h e r, s i lve r, or bra ided gear is us e d. St u dents are encou raged to get right next

to gearm a ke rs de m on strating their craft so they can le arn specific names and

t e ch n i q u e s . H and s - on activ ities of fer st u dents a ch an ce to put their new f ou nd

k n ow ledge to us e , and cow b oy poets and mus ic i ans entertain them with son g s

and ve rse that are filled with the colorful words of the cow b oy work d ay. In add i-

t i on to tasting the many flavors of We st e rn culture , they even get a ch an ce to tast e

a tra d it i on al we st e rn drink at the bar: sars ap ari l la .

So wh at does all of this have to do with writing po e try? Fi rst , st u dents are

e x posed to a tra d it i on of writing that is ab out daily experi e n ce s , val id ating this

re al working life st y le . S e c ond, they are exposed to the mus ic of lan g u ag e , or wh at

M on t ana poet Paul Zar z yski de sc ribes as “the ring and ric o chet of cow b oy lingo

off the st i rrup bone of the midd le ear.” The “ c oo l ” words of the cow b oy emerge in

the st ori e s , s ongs and po e try shared form al ly and infor m al ly throug hout the

G at h e ring activ it i e s .

B a ck at their home schoo l s , t e a ch e rs encou rage the writing and re c iting of po e try

d u ring the week of the Cow b oy Po e try Gat h e ri n g. G u e st po e t s , mus ic i an s , and

c raftsmen are inv ited into the cla s s roo m , f u rther inspiring and guiding the cre-

at ive pro ce s s , and by the end of the week nearly 40 st u dents are inv ited to re c it e

po e try or sing a song at the Gat h e ri n g ’s p o p u lar “ Youth Session .” Th rough all this ,

the st u dents not on ly have a lot of fun playing cow b oy and becoming better

acquainted with their ran ching neighbors , they gain new opport u n ities to expre s s

t h e m s e lves through the written word.
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Cowboys Are Real 
by Douglas Wayne Bro w n , I I I

C ow b oys are re al ,
L i ke le ather and st e e l .
A heart of go ld does the cow b oy ho ld,
f or his life and his land,
is a st ory untold.

H e’ll give you his shir t ,
if you needed it more ,
f or a cow b oy ’s heart 
is a general st ore .

L ooks of le at h e r,
h ands of st e e l ,
when you look at a cow b oy,
wh at you see is re al .

Best of the West 
by Jason Po rt e r

S u n’s gone dow n ,
A nd all arou nd 
L it t le cre at u res 
Hunting the grou nd.

G one ho m e .
For wh at did I see? 
St ars in the skies
A nd owls in the tre e s .

G one to bed,
See you tomorrow,
Re a dy to borrow
The full blue sky.

A Cowboy
by Patrick and Sally Dunn

A cow b oy eats beans 
A nd has good dre am s .
When he’s asle ep 
He doesn’t count sheep .
When he wa kes up 
He fills his cup.
He sadd les his mare 
But forgets to comb his hair.
When he’s all done 
He goes and has fun.

A Smart Coyote 
by Seamus Dufurre n a

A smart coyote 
c an do wh at he de s i res 
If he is care f u l .

Trish O’Malley is program coordinator at the Western Folklife Center, Box 1 5 7 0 ,

E l k o, N V 8 9 8 0 3 , w w w. w e s t f o l k . o rg . Tickets and information on the next Gather -

ing are available toll-fre e, 8 8 8 / 8 8 0 - 5 8 8 5 .


