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"HANK THE COWDOG: A BRIEF HISTORY"
Excerpt from Chapter 3 of "Story Craft:
Reflections on Faith, Culture & Writing from the
Author of Hank the Cowdog" by John R. Erickson
..."After years of trial and error, I finally began imitating the oral
tradition of storytelling used by cowboys and ranch people in the
Panhandle. It was the simple, unadorned approach to language my mother
had used in her storytelling, language that crackled with sly wit, subtlety,
and imaginative ways of putting words together.
I liked the way country people told stories, and after wearing this
costume for a while, I discovered that I was no longer trying on clothes.
The costume had become my skin. It was me, and I found an outlet for
my stories in livestock publications: Livestock Weekly, The Cattleman, and
Western Horseman.
All of this apprentice work came together in the winter of 1981. I was
working as a cowboy on the LZ Ranch south of Perryton, and rising early
(4:30 or 5:00 a.m.) to do my writing. I began working on a series of short
humorous pieces for The Cattleman magazine, about my experiences in the
cowboy trade. I needed twelve of them and wrote them as fast as I could.
It never occurred to me that they might be good. My only thought was
that we needed money to pay for baby clothes and doctor bills.
After turning out six or seven pieces about my cowboy work, I ran out of
ideas and thought that it might be fun to write a story from the point of
view of a ranch dog. I wasn’t sure I could get by with this, because The
Cattleman didn’t publish fiction. Nevertheless, I took a run at it and
chose a dog named Hank as the narrator.
I had known an Australian shepherd dog named Hank who lived on a ranch
in Oklahoma, and he had been typical of most of the dogs I had grown up
with: sincere, good hearted, and by human reckoning, not very smart.
Poor old Hank was always in trouble but never understood why.

Drover, another character in the first story, was a little mutt I had known
on a ranch in Texas, and I described him just as he had appeared to me:
dreamy, innocent, and afraid of almost everything.
To this mix, I added a cat named Pete, a cowboy named Slim Chance, and
the man and wife who owned the ranch, Loper and Sally May. At the time
I wrote the first Hank story, the character who most resembled me was
Slim, the bachelor cowboy, and in many ways he still does. He reads
every issue of Livestock Weekly from cover to cover, sings to his dogs,
eats boiled turkey necks, and puts his dirty dishes into the deep freeze so
they won’t get moldy. He’s my kind of feller.
When I wrote that first Hank story, called “Confessions of a Cowdog” (it
later appeared in a book called The Devil in Texas and Other Cowboy
Tales), I didn’t think it was anything special. I never dreamed there was
magic in those characters or that, a few years later, I would end up
working for the dog. Paul Horn, editor of The Cattleman, never said a
word about it being fiction, and may he enjoy a thousand blessings for
that.
Several years later, after I had self-published four or five of the Hank
books, The Cattleman began running the books as serial stories. They ran
a Hank chapter in every monthly issue for seventeen years, and it became
one of the most popular features of the magazine, a magazine that “didn’t
publish fiction.”
In my travels over the years, I have met many a rancher’s wife who
whispered, “My husband used to sit at the mailbox in his pickup, waiting
for The Cattleman to come so he could find out what happened to old
Hank.” Those crusty ranchers were too cheap to buy a book, but they
sure enjoyed Hank’s adventures in the magazine.
My writing for livestock publications gave me the freedom to develop a
set of rural characters who spoke for themselves and viewed the world in
their own terms, without political correctness or the intrusion of urban
minded mediators who, secretly or not so secretly, believed that rural
meant “dumb.” That is a common error made by people who have never
spent any time in rural America and who often describe us as
“provincial...” [Be sure to check out the book "Story Craft" to read more]

"100 YEARS AND COUNTING FOR FORT
WORTH’S FAMOUS CATTLE MAGAZINE"
Excerpt from a story by Gary Jacobson, The Dallas News
"...Star cowdog
Perhaps the most celebrated writer in the magazine’s history was J. Frank
Dobie, author of the Texas classic The Longhorns. He wrote for The
Cattleman from 1926 to 1960, Brisendine said. Dobie died in 1964.
The most successful writer, though, might be John Erickson, creator of the
Hank the Cowdog series of books and tapes. A Harvard Divinity Schooleducated cowboy who wrote in his spare time, Erickson started publishing in
The Cattleman in the 1970s — technical stories about ranching and cows, he
said — and got his first Hank story in the magazine in the early 1980s. It was
fiction, but based on a real dog he had known.
“The Cattleman did not publish fiction,” Erickson said in a recent interview.
“Dale Segraves [the editor at the time] did not say a word about it.”
Hank is the self-proclaimed head of security on a ranch, a canine Inspector
Clouseau with a penchant for creative wordsmithing as he narrates his
misadventures. “Hank the Cowdog has never aspired to ordinarity,” Hank
once said.
Three decades after the dog’s debut, there are more than 60 Hank books and
a couple of dozen other books from Erickson. He said more than 8 million of
his books and tapes have been sold. Hank’s adventures have been serialized
in The Cattleman as well as The News and performed by theater groups in
North Texas and elsewhere.
Erickson, 70, owns a ranch near Perryton and is a member of the association
that publishes The Cattleman.
“Hank bought the ranch,” Erickson said. “It definitely wasn’t cowboy
wages.”...
Read More: http://www.dallasnews.com/business/business/2014/02/22/100years-and-counting-for-fort-worths-famous-cattle-magazine

Story Craft: Reflections on Faith, Culture &
Writing from the Author of Hank the Cowdog
Good stories nourish the human spirit, and it
doesn't happen by accident. In Part One of
Story Craft, Erickson describes his experiences
as an apprentice writer and publisher. Then, in
Part Two, he attempts to define what a story
should be and how it relates to culture and
religious faith. And, in Part Three, he gives
helpful, practical advice to aspiring writers.
This is an engaging and interesting must-read
for all Hank the Cowdog fans!

Cowboy Tales from the Author of Hank the Cowdog
(Book One in the Cowdoy Humor Series)
Cowboy Tales is an ebook re-release of The Devil in
Texas and Other Cowboy Tales, a collection of the very
first humorous fiction stories by John R. Erickson to
appear in "The Cattleman" in the 1980s. These
hilarious tales, which include "Confessions of a
Cowdog" Parts 1 and 2, met with such a warm
reception that Erickson was inspired to go on to
write the popular Hank the Cowdog series, which has
sold over 9 million copies and charmed families and
school children around the world for over 35 years.
Now available from Amazon, B&N, and iTunes.
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