I Can Tell By Your Smell, You Are A Cowboy!

James C. Gates

I was very fortunate to have been in Florida during the last great days of open range! Then the cowboy movies were popular and they wore fancy clothes and big Mexican type gun and holsters. They never even had the big hats knocked off in a fistfight!

Now friends, that was all fake! The real cowboys I knew did not look like Tom Mix, Roy Rodgers, or any of the Saturday movie idols indeed. Working open range cows was a hot, nasty job. Cow Hunting was even worse. It meant you left the Line House on Monday morning with your horse and cow dogs, not to return until around Saturday noon. You carried everything you needed for a week on your horse. Food was very simple…bacon, coffee, a few spuds, etc. You wore the same clothes, except socks for a week and were   lucky indeed to have a bath in the river or a pond. 

But that’s not the worse part! In those days there was a Screw Worm infestation in Florida that had to be tended to. Any small cut, raw navel, or blood wound would soon be filled with screwworms…not a nice situation before dinner! The standard medicine for screwworms was a dope called Smear-X. It had a creosote base and smelled like a fresh telephone pole. The top had a spout that was pushed down into the wormy hole and squeezed the dope deep. Then you mashed the worms out. Doing this often and wiping your hands on your pants led to a distinct odor.,…Au de Cowboy!

Beside that odor, we blended various others like spilled beans, coffee, man sweat, horse sweat, plus various and sundry things we stepped in. By the end of the week, if we passed a fresh pile of horse doolies or cow patty…….the dog gnats would leave that and follow us!

Now, that’s all well and good since we got used to it. However, on Saturday it did cause some concern. You see, all that Smear-X  into your  skin! No matter how much you scrubbed on Saturday, after awhile it worked out.  We would take some little Florida girl to the Saturday night movie….a double feature, previews, and cartoon. By the intermission you had to pee or Light a Lucky. When you went back into the movie house the air inside  smelled like a fresh telephone pole indeed! That was a little disturbing, but those Florida girls were used to it I reckon since many married into it! 

And like I said, you could recognize a Florida cowboy by the smell….like a fresh telephone pole.

