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Beatrice Daily Sun (Beatrice, Nebraska ) 1929 

 

The Old Timer’s Tale 

 

(Editor’s note:  The following account is excerpted from “The Old Timer’s Tale,” loaned to the 

Sun through the courtesy of Kim Failing and Sherm Whitcomb.  The author, El Comancho, 

was an Indian employed by the railroad to kill meat for the construction crews.  In this part of 

the volume, the writer well describes the atmosphere of this area in the 1860’s—southeast Ne-

braska)  El Comancho, otherwise known as Walter S. Phillips. 

 

You see heroic measures were necessary in those old days for people were in contact with a savage wilderness where 

fangs and green eyes were always just outside the campfire light and violent death walked the trail everywhere. 

 

Nobody knew when the twang of a bow string and the hissing zip of an arrow out of black darkness would without warn-

ing, end the life of someone within the circle of campfire light.  A flash in the night, and the dull chug of a bullet against 

flesh and bone might come from anywhere, any time. 

 

A runaway horse might easily bring disaster worse than death.  A rattlesnake bite might disrupt a caravan, or even turn it 

back down the weary trail.  Quarrels broke out that ended in fights, or murder, or grievous wounding.  As simple a thing 

as a broken wagon wheel would delay an outfit in the late fall til the winter snows caught it and it had to fight for life to 

survive at all.  A stampeded herd of buffalo has wiped out more than one camp off the face of the earth in thirty seconds 

along these old trails.  Gun plays have left widowed mothers with small children helpless on this road a good many 

times, to be cared for by chance passers if they survived. 

 

Indian raiders swooped down out of nowhere, killing, scalping, stealing women and children, running off stock and leav-

ing wreckage and death behind them as they vanished in a cloud of dust—or stayed and made destruction complete by 

burning everything, including dead and wounded.   

 

Smallpox has wiped out whole camps, and sickness, miles from a doctor, has accounted for many lonely graves all along 

this road, unmarked by a headstone for fear of the bodies being dug up and scalped. 

 

Babies were born as best they might be without aid of any kind to the mother.  Stock died, or was lost, or run off by Indi-

ans, leaving travelers adrift and helpless.  Sudden freshets trapped whole outfits and held them prisoners or washed away 

their belongings.  Lightning took its toll in death or stampeded stock. 

 

Blizzards caught and froze unprepared travelers; dust storms brought misery and sometimes death—alkali water laid 

many a traveler flat on his back and helpless; quicksand pulled down unwary people, or stock, and never gave back the 

bodies.  Hot winds dried out wagon woodwork until it fell to pieces, and these same winds dried up many a waterhole 

that people depended on for life.   

 

There was to be sure a great plentitude of threatening things of misfortunes, death, sickness, hurts, losses; and all kinds 

of adventures, gun plays, hardships, romance, war and troubles for those who fared up and down the old trails, seeking 

new adventures just beyond the horizon.  Nor were they ever disappointed for adventure was always there, ready at hand 

as I know from experience, for I too rode many an old trail under the old raw conditions and have run the gamut of what 

they had to show. 

 

You who sit and read this tale can never realize just what this all meant, for yours has been a life of safety within fences 

and people, with stores and places to get what you need, with doctors and medicine, shelter, help and fuel. 

 

We who rode the old trails, made these quiet days possible for you, but we had none of it—we stood on our own two feet 

and somehow we bungled through to bring you the heritage of today….”   

 

“I never did like to see any man’s footprint in the trail ahead of me.”  El Comancho, otherwise known as Walter S. Phil-

lips. 

 

Note:  The 114-page book was written about the Indian/White Man in the Midwest, beginning about 1869.  Lakotas, 

Platte River, Missouri River, Nebraska, Burlington & Quincy R. R. and Sitting Bull of the Sioux Indians are a few sub-

jects mentioned.  

 

 

 

 


