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This story is a tribute to my family.
The city of Lockhart in Caldwell County, Texas, was established by cattle, cotton, and oil. Cattlemen from Lockhart were among the first to drive herds up the Chisholm Trail to Kansas.
In the late 1800s, A. D. Mebane developed a hardy strain of cotton that set a worldwide standard. At one time, Lockhart boasted eighteen cotton gins. Cotton is still one of the principal crops in this area.
In the 1920s, oil was discovered in Caldwell County. Edgar B. Davis developed fields in Luling and Lockhart. Active oil wells can still be seen in many fields throughout the county.
Lockhart has also earned the title, “Barbecue Capital of Texas”. With several long-established restaurants, barbecue has been raised to a fine, mouth-watering art.
At one time, Lockhart’s slogan was “Lively Lockhart Looks Ahead”. Even as we look ahead, take time to follow the trail back to earlier times. The ideals that were important then have shaped the present and the trail into the future.
Quite a trail of people led to this story. Starting at the beginning, I must acknowledge my maternal grandparents, Burma and Harry Retherford, who lived in Lockhart and Caldwell County all of their lives. My father’s parents, Maggie and Emmett Reese, lived in Lockhart at various times throughout my father’s life. My parents, Lola Jean and Otis Reese, grew up in Lockhart.
I started my research by talking with family members. I was assisted by Gerry and Conrad Ohlendorf, my aunt and uncle. Diane Peace and Nancy and Carl Ohlendorf, my cousins, also provided information. Their input led me to visit Plum Creek Elementary School, where I was introduced to Nancy Fogle, who suggested the topic of the Chisholm Trail for the story.
In the summer of 1999, my family and I traveled from Texas to Abilene, Kansas, following the remnants of the Chisholm Trail. We visited several museums with exhibits about the Chisholm Trail. Jeff Sheets, the director of the Dickinson County Historical Society Museum, provided an incredible amount of information about the development of the Chisholm Trail and the history of the Kansas cowtowns.
At Lockhart High School, librarians Molly Brown and Barbara Wilhelm shared their students’ research and introduced me to Keith Kreitner, a ranger with the Department of Texas Parks and Wildlife. Molly Brown also introduced me to Donaly Brice, author of The Great Comanche Raid, who patiently answered questions about the Battle of Plum Creek. Peck Westmoreland, Jr. of Lockhart also took the time to help me gather information about Lockhart’s history.
I have to thank my husband, John Kaderli, and our son Paul for going through museum after museum as we researched the Chisholm Trail. Their love and encouragement is the foundation for all of my books.
Erica Kraft lingered in her room, contemplating the familiar surroundings as if she were going away from New Braunfels, Texas, for five years instead of five days. She loved her bedroom, with the ruffled pink curtains and matching bedspread, the old doll cradle beneath the window holding all of her stuffed animals, and the hutch over the dresser that held the dolls she collected. When she had moved from Michigan four months before, it hadn’t seemed like home at all. Now she didn’t think she could stand being away from it for a whole week.
“Erica! It’s time to go!”
“Just a minute, Mom,” Erica called as she stuffed one more book into her backpack. Taking a last look around, she hurried from her room, down the hall, past her mother, and out the front door.
Her backpack thumped on the floorboard of the back seat as she climbed into the car.
“Are you taking all the rocks from the back yard?” Dad asked as Mom sat on the front seat beside him.
“I thought I’d read the horse series again,” Erica said. “I’m taking the first seven books to Lockhart to read while I’m at Grandma’s.”
Mom smiled. “You’re only going to be at Grandma’s five days. Do you think you’ll need that many books?”
“What else is there to do at Grandma’s?” Erica asked.
“Give it a chance, Erica,” Dad said as he started the car. “You don’t know my parents very well. You might have fun staying at their farm.”
Since they had moved to Texas the previous November, Erica had visited Grandma and Grand-Dad Kraft at their farm in Lockhart just a few times. Now it was spring break. Erica had a week off from school. Her parents both had to work, so she would stay with her grandparents for the week.
She wanted to stay home, even if it meant spending the day by herself. She had told her parents she wouldn’t get in any trouble, but they didn’t seem to care what she wanted.
Leaning her forehead against the car window, Erica stared at the scenery rushing past. They had to go fifteen miles to San Marcos, then seventeen miles to Lockhart. Slumped in the seat, with her arms crossed over her chest, Erica watched the number of miles to Lockhart dwindle on each sign they passed. Soon, they reached the outskirts of town.
“Look at these beautiful old houses,” Mom said as they drove down San Antonio Street.
“I like the courthouse,” Erica said, her bad mood lifting as she spied the gray slate rooftops of the towers of the castle-like building. “Could we drive all the way around it, please? I like to see if all the clocks say the same time.”
They drove around the square, admiring the courthouse and several of the old storefronts before turning down Main Street.
“This is my favorite building in Lockhart,” Dad said as they drove past a small red-painted domed building. “The Eugene Clark Library is the oldest continually operating library in the state of Texas. Maybe Grandma can bring you here one day to see the stained glass windows.”
They reached Highway 183 with its familiar fast-food restaurants. After driving a little way down the highway, they turned onto Farm-to-Market Road 20, then went down Old Kelley Road, past an old cemetery, and over a new-looking concrete bridge spanning Plum Creek. Next to it stood the steel skeleton of another bridge.
“Tell me again about the bridge, Dad,” Erica said. She liked the stories Dad, Grandma and Grand-Dad told about Lockhart and the farm.
“We used to call it the Rickety-Rackety Bridge,” Dad said. “Whenever anyone drove over it, it creaked and groaned and shook. When I came to the farm with my brothers when I was your age, we dared each other to walk across it. It was an adventure, looking through the splits in the wooden planks straight down to the creek. Finally, it was declared unsafe, so the county tore it down. They built this new bridge in its place.”
A metal gate marked the entrance to the Kraft property. Erica’s father turned in at a gate and stopped.
“Please open the gate, Erica,” Dad said.
She stepped out of the car and closed the door. Grassy fields stretched out on all sides. She couldn’t see any other houses. The quiet seemed loud, ringing in her ears. There were no street noises. Instead, she heard insects humming and buzzing. Loneliness came over her, making her feel empty inside. Walking to the gate, she took deep breaths, trying to calm the nervous tingles in her stomach.
A chain looped around the metal gate and over a wooden fencepost, keeping the gate closed. She slipped the chain off the post, stood on the lower bar of the gate, pushed off with her foot, and rode the gate as it swung open, the soft air brushing her cheeks. Dad drove through, the car’s tires crunching on the gravel road, and stopped. She closed the gate, then trudged to the waiting car.
Although she’d enjoyed the ride on the gate, the feeling of homesickness stayed with her when she returned to the car. They drove slowly, looking at the wildflowers decorating the fields as if a rainbow had settled on the ground. Soon they drove into the driveway. Grandma stood on the porch, watering flowerboxes full of red geraniums. She waved, then came to greet them.
“Here you are!” Grandma said. She hugged and kissed everyone. “I’ve been watching for you all afternoon. Come into the house.”
When they entered the house, a lump formed in Erica’s throat. She couldn’t think of anything to say when Grandma asked her about school and her friends. In an hour or so, her parents would be going away and she would have to stay for five whole nights. She kept blinking her eyes and swallowing so she wouldn’t start crying.
Grandma showed her to the room she would be using for the week. The room was at the front of the house, with flowered curtains and a bedspread that Grandma had made. It was a pretty room, but it was a room for grownups. No friendly stuffed animals sat on the bed. No books or games were on the shelves. Framed photographs covered the top of the dresser, and plants stood in front of the window.
Erica sat on the corner of the bed with a sigh. The room was nice, but it just wasn’t home. Like other times she had visited her grandparents’ farm, she was the only kid around. There was nothing to do except sit and listen to Grandma and Grand-Dad talk, watch TV, or read.
She pulled the first book of the series out of her backpack and trudged back to the living room.
Grand-Dad had come in from his workshop while she was in the other room. He gave her a bear hug, squeezing her until she giggled. “What have you got planned for your vacation?” he asked when he let her go.
Vacation. Erica hadn’t thought of her visit as a vacation. “I don’t know,” she said. “I brought along some books to read.”
“We have two calves, just born yesterday,” Grand-Dad said. “I’ll take you out to see them later. I remember you like riding in the pickup truck.”
Grandma said, “You haven’t ever had time to do any exploring when you’ve been here before. I’m sure your dad has told you about fishing in the creek and finding arrowheads in the garden.” Grandma gave Erica a gentle hug. “After raising three boys, I like having a girl around the house. I’ve been looking forward to this visit for a long time.”
Erica smiled at her grandmother although she felt like crying. Riding in the truck, watching newborn calves, and exploring sounded fun, but it wouldn’t take all week. What would she do in the evenings or if it rained and she couldn’t go outside? What if this visit didn’t turn out any fun at all?
The sun shone through the slats of the blinds the next morning, decorating the floor of the bedroom with bars of light. Erica dressed, wondering if an adventure waited outside in the bright spring morning.
“Good morning,” she said, joining Grandma and Grand-Dad at the breakfast table.
“Good morning,” Grand-Dad said. “Are you ready to fix fences? Cultivate the field? Plant milo?”
Erica looked back and forth between Grandma and Grand-Dad. Was he serious? How could she do any of that? She didn’t know how to cultivate or even what milo was.
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