C R O S S R O A D S   R E P O R T

By Kent Brunette

From The Pages Of The August 2, 2006
Hearne Democrat Newspaper
The Robertson County cattle rustling story hit the airwaves and newspapers this past week.  The families of many Robertson County farmers and ranchers have been grappling with this issue for quite some time.  I know because I’m a member of one of those families.

My dad, Bill Brunette, recently had four cows stolen from our family farm outside of New Baden.  Our family has been trying to console him and help him figure out what happened to these cows ever since they went missing around June 10.

On the morning of Sunday, June 11 (his 86th birthday), dad and I went down to the farm.  He became concerned when he didn’t see a cow that was expecting a calf with the rest of the herd.  Cows will sometimes stray from the herd during the calving process.  

Dad was afraid something unusual might have happened to this cow.  In the past several years, she had already had several healthy calves.  So, she shouldn’t have been experiencing difficulties with this one.  We spent much of the day looking for her.  We found nothing.

Dad woke up early the next morning to go back down to the farm and look some more.  He walked creeks, checked under trees, kept an eye on the sky for buzzards, looked in mesquite thickets for this cow and her calf.  

I joined him on several extra trips to the farm to search for this cow.  At some point, while dad was surveying the herd and counting head to make sure he hadn’t accidentally missed her, he realized three more cows were missing.

This prompted an even greater search.  Neighboring land owners were called to see if they had some stray cows.  Since we have known most of these landowners for years, we took the liberty of driving into pastures in search of the missing cows.  All the while, dad kept saying that it would be very unusual for our cows to stray into someone else’s pasture.

Dad takes pride in having some of the best Coastal Bermuda grass in the county.  This grass was planted years ago and has practically taken over the place.  The pasture is fertilized a couple of times a year.  When there’s water in the creek which runs through the property, it is pumped out onto the lush green grass which grows almost waist high.  The grass is cut and baled several times a year.

Over time, we’d had a fairly large number of break-ins on the place.  The multiple break-ins were cows from neighboring pastures wanting to get a taste of dad’s plentiful grass.  Indeed, many of the cows in surrounding pastures looked scrawny compared to our fat cattle which grazed on good grass to their heart’s content.

Cattle have been grazing on the Brunette spread outside of New Baden longer than anyone can remember.  My dad’s mother lived on the place before I was born.  By the time I was a child growing up, my grandmother had taken up residence near Aunt Elsie and her family at another spot in New Baden.  

Dad worked at Alcoa in Rockdale and tended to the farm which he owned with his brother and sister.  After my grandmother’s death in the early 1960s, dad became the sole owner of the property.  My mom, dad, sister, and I moved to Hearne from Rockdale in 1965 to be closer to the farm.  About ten years ago, my sister and I became co-owners of the place with him.

The reality finally sunk in that the cows had been stolen.  Phone calls and visits were made to Robertson County Sheriff Gerald Yezak and to Hal Dumas, the local special agent with the Texas & Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association.  Reports were filed.  Dumas came out to the place and looked around.

When news of a Brazoria-based cattle rustling operation surfaced, I was one of the first people to call Yezak and Dumas to see if our cows might have been stolen by those people.

“To our knowledge, no Robertson County cows were involved,” the good sheriff replied.

Dad was beside himself.  These weren’t just cows.  They were almost like pets.

On his frequent visits to the farm, dad would walk among the cows in the pasture and pet them.  He had nicknames for some.  He knew the bloodlines of others.  He could recall the day he purchased them and brought them to join the rest of his herd.  

Dad had been lovingly taking care of these bovine creatures for many years.  He had been checking on them once or twice a day, seeing that they received medical attention when needed, purchasing tons of range cubes for them every year, and making sure hay and grass were plentiful.

Not knowing what had happened to his four missing cows was one thing.  The fear that someone would come back and steal even more cows was quite another.  

This prompted lots of agonizing and sleepless nights.  Gates which had never been locked were secured with chains and padlocks.  Multiple trips to the farm were made along different routes at different times of the day to alter our routine in case someone was monitoring our comings and goings.  A digital trail camera was placed in a strategic location.  License plate numbers of unfamiliar cars and trucks traveling on country roads near our farm were jotted down.

One day, dad loaded several empty five-gallon buckets into my car and told me he was going to fill them with sugar sand after we got down to the farm.  When I asked what he was going to do with the sand, he said, “I’m going to cover our tracks to see if anybody comes along after us.”

Dad was afraid the cattle rustlers would come back during a full moon when they wouldn’t have to use their truck lights and could load cattle by moonlight.  One recent moonlit night, dad and I staked out our own farm.  The cows were in the pasture in front of us.  We sat in my car under a tree for several hours.  This allowed us to watch the roads leading to our cows.

A day or two later, dad called from the farm to tell me someone had tried to get back onto the place.  There are two entrances to our farm.  One of them is a mile or so down a narrow private lane.  You either have to go through the gate or back up.  If you back up, you have to do so for at least a mile, go over hills, drive around curves backwards, and dodge brush which will undoubtedly scratch your vehicle.  

How did he know an unwelcome guest had been there?  Someone in a pick-up had driven down the lane only to encounter the locked gate.  Whoever it was had backed up a little and turned around, damaging fences on both sides of the lane, and creating ruts and tire tracks in the white sugar sand.  We scoured the immediate area looking for paint marks, cigarette butts, drink cans, etc.  We took pictures of everything.

For dad, this was the last straw.  He had never lived in fear that someone was going to rip him off.  He was tired of worrying about locked gates and what was happening to his cattle when he was not down at the farm.  He sold the rest of his herd to a neighboring rancher.

Last week, the news broke that several local people had been arrested and charged with cattle rustling.  Shortly thereafter, we heard that one of the accused had identified our pasture as a spot from which cattle had been stolen.  

My sister and I accompanied dad to the Calvert Livestock Auction on Thursday.  We had been summoned there by law enforcement authorities.  Some suspected stolen cows had been rounded-up on a piece of property owned by one of the accused cattle thieves.  

Were any of dad’s cows among those hauled to the Calvert auction by sheriff’s deputies the night before?  Nope.  Our cows were probably sold right after they were stolen and sent to a processing plant.

Will we ever get any money for the value of our stolen cattle?  Who knows?

Will dad buy more cattle at some point?  Probably.

“I may start raising goats,” he says.  (The last goats he had spent far more time in the New Baden Baptist preacher’s garden than they did in our pasture!)

Would he ever consider leasing the land to someone else to graze?

“Absolutely not,” he sternly replies.

Even though the authorities have apparently caught the thieves, the gates to both entrances to our farm remain chained and padlocked.

But for an occasional bobcat or some other natural predator, the dozen or so ducks and geese on the stock tank have little to worry about.  They noisily come waddling toward us as we approach in dad’s truck.  These birds are smart enough to know that dad has brought them corn or other treats.

As the squawking of the birds subsides, something is still amiss. 

Most of the extra hay bales have been sold to another neighboring rancher.  The grass is starting to grow again after its recent cutting.  

There’s an eerie silence.  The dulcet tones of a mooing cow communicating with her offspring are no more.  No bull is swishing his tail.  No frisky young calf is running playfully in front of dad’s truck.  

The cows are gone and they are missed, especially by the 86-year old man who is sitting on the seat beside me and staring at the empty pasture before us.
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