Alfred Adolph Elsner

(Papa)
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My remembrances of Papa are warm and comfortable.  I would have liked to have known him when he was a younger man.  I would like to have had him longer. 

In the Beginning

Papa overcame a lot of hardships in his journey to become a prominent Texas hill country rancher in the early twentieth century.  Around 1906, he bought the ranch and built a house that still stands today, a gem in the community of Dripping Springs, Texas.  
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He was born (February 10, 1880) in Comal County near the community of Fischer’s Store.  He was a very small child and remained so until his late teens.  His early ambition was to become a jockey.   He must have had a pretty rough childhood.  His mother and father separated when he was around seven years old.  As a young man, riding out to find his overdue father one day, he located him in the pasture, dead from a stroke (August 1899, age 65), or apoplexy as the records at Fischer Cemetery record.   (http://www.txgenweb2.org/txcomal/fischerburial.html). Papa’s mother (Dorthea) passed away a short time later from Pneumonia.  A shopping list for drug store cold remedies of the day was found on her kitchen table at the time of her death.  Dorthea was the daughter of Heinrich Bremer who emigrated from Germany with Prince Solms and were with the first pioneering families to settle in New Braunfels, Texas.
Papa had a tremendous and sudden growth spurt when he was about nineteen… growing to his adult height of around six feet.  The sudden growth of his body put a tremendous strain upon his heart since it hadn’t matured as quickly as his frame.  He was bedridden for about six months while his heart caught up with his body.

______________________________________________________________________________
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Papa married Mama (Rachel Dement) January 29, 1902.  Mama was the daughter of E.H. (Pappy) Dement and Mary Ann English.  They were married for fifty-eight years until her death in January, 1960.  I was twelve when she died.  My memories of Mama are few, but vivid.  I can see her soft, sweet, features and the braided silver hair pinned upon the crown of her head in my minds eye.  I recall how surprised I was when I wandered into her and Papa’s bedroom one evening as she had just let down her hair for bed.  It cascaded down her back, nearly to her waist. 

I remember the apple shaped cookie jar from which she dispensed her golden baked delights to us grandkids.  Snickerdoodle cookies remind me of their taste.  She was always our advocate.  She loved to watch the kids dance on bandstand, that is, when she could pick up the signal from Austin on their television.  I was told by my Aunt Tot that in her youth, Mama loved to go with Papa to the dances held at the hall in Fischer’s Store.  The old hall is still there today.  Papa used to play his fiddle for the dances as well.

______________________________________________________________________________
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 I remember sitting at his feet in the front bedroom of the ranch house as Papa shared stories with his sons and daughters while warming his feet in the glow of the fireplace.  He would smoke his pipe stuffed with Prince Albert Tobacco.   The oak logs would glow and crackle.  The fire’s embers provide heating for the large bedroom, but the warmth of the gathered kin eclipsed any warming that a well-tended fire could provide.  

Closing my eyes, I can smell the sweet aroma of that pipe and hear the familiar puffing sound as Papa drew a bit of air through its bowl.  Our times together were all too brief, even though, as a family, we would often spend a week with him at a time Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, and any other holiday my father could justify an escape from Houston.  
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Papa was probably in his 80’s during this time, but he was the youngest octogenarian I have ever known.  I remember being near the gate that led from the barnyard to the pasture.  The gate had been left open and a cow had started to wander thru the gap and out of the barnyard.  Papa yelled to me to follow him and we were to head the cow off and pin it back up in the yard.  Well, Papa took off running and I followed after him.  I was probably about 11 or twelve then, and fast, but I couldn’t keep up with that 80-year old man.  Papa headed for the cow, his arms flailing, and shouting loudly.  The cow contritely returned to the barnyard.

Cowboy Days
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Clean living had its rewards.  Papa told me a story of his younger days that has stayed with me all these years.  He shared how, as a young man, he and some cowboy companions had driven some cattle to market on horseback.  On their return trip, they encountered some heavy rain.  They came upon a local farm where the residents were celebrating their daughter’s wedding with a barn dance.    There was a keg of beer at the festivities and the guests were well along in their celebration.  They invited these wet and trail-worn cowboys to join them and Papa’s companions readily accepted.  Papa however, urged them to continue onward in their journey, having experienced hill country storms before and knowing that they had creeks and rivers to traverse before they reached home.  There were not a lot of bridges in those days.

Papa could not lure his companions away from the beer and merriment, so he continued on by himself.  He crossed many swollen streams, but arrived home to the warmth and comfort of my grandmother Rachel.  His compadres however, were stuck for several days on the other side of raging creeks and rivers, nursing hangovers and wishing for home.

My uncle, Dale Elsner, Sr. shared a story with me regarding Papa’s prowess at rounding up wild mustangs.  He said that Papa had trained his dogs to chase the wild horses.  The horses were too fast to capture and rope by a man on horseback, but Papa would set the dogs after the horses and then find an observation perch upon a hill.  He would listen as the dogs barked in pursuit of the fleeing horses.  The dogs chased the mustangs until they tired and were no longer at top speed.  Papa could tell by the dog’s barking that the horses had tired, so he wandered off of his observation point with lariat in hand and rounded up the panting mustangs.

______________________________________________________________________________

My cousin Chipper shared a story my Uncle Dale related to him regarding the way Papa broke horses.  Riding his horse, “Old Jake”, He would lead a bronco out to a remote place to break it.  He would dismount Jake and place a Mexican bit (a bit with a rope piece which fit into the horses mouth) into the bronco’s mouth.  Next, he would tie a rope to the hind foot of the bronco and tug it up close to its shank so that the horse stood on three legs.  This was to keep the horse from bolting while he mounted it.  He would then board the bronco, loosen the hobble, and gently urge Old Jake back to the ranch.  The bronco would docilely follow Papa’s horse back to the corral, vaguely aware of the skilled horseman on its back.  

______________________________________________________________________________
Stockman/Rancher

My cousin Fred Elsner shared with me some recollections about Papa that he had heard.  He said that Papa was a renowned self-taught veterinarian in the Dripping Springs community.  He assisted many of the ranchers in the area with their cattle and livestock.  He was experienced in doctoring his own livestock and learned a lot from books on veterinarian practices that he had purchased.  Papa was a brilliant man (see story on the shotgun incident described later), speaking Spanish and German fluently as second and third languages.  He was also able to perform complex math computations in his head.   His veterinarian practice came to a halt when a new vet moved into the community and complained of Papa’s practicing without a license.
Papa was also an expert mule trainer and trader.  People from all over the South, sought Papa out to train their animals.  Folks from as far away as Missouri brought their animals to him and sought his expertly bred and trained mules.  After taking them home they sold them as Missouri mules.  He bought and sold mules and you can be assured, he got the better end of the deals.  He was a very successful rancher and farmer.  He bought the ranch in 1906 for $4.60 per acre purchasing 700 acres initially.  He added another 100 acres prior to 1924 and ended up having at least 1000 acres at one time.  He was written up in publications such as Farm and Ranch and the Dallas Morning News where he was described as “having a model and award-winning farm, being completely self sufficient because of the balance of agriculture and livestock.”  We have a copy of the Farm and Ranch article, published in 1924.  

Evidently, Papa’s children spent a lot of time working with the mules, plowing and working the ranch.  My dad, Horace G. Elsner (nicknamed Bean), said he spent so much time behind a mule that he “could smell a mule’s fart and tell you what size collar it wore.”  Well, that’s my dad for you.

______________________________________________________________________________
I remember Dad telling me that even during the great depression; they always had plenty of food to eat.  Not only for themselves, but also for anyone else who happened to stop at the ranch.  He said his mother, Rachel (Mama), would never allow a visitor to leave hungry.  Many times he was told to go out to the smokehouse and retrieve some meat for a meal for the visitor who had stopped by for a drink from their well, known for its pure tasting water.  I remember the smokehouse out behind the house.  When I was growing up it was used mostly as a tool shed, but I can imagine the savory smoked hams, sausage, and bacon hanging from its timbers. In fact, the well-stocked smokehouse and cellar were described in the previously mentioned publications. 

Many a traveler would stop by the ranch for a refreshing drink from its shallow water well.  I experienced this first-hand on a day I was at home at the ranch on a holiday from college.  A long ago resident of the area stopped by on a visit and asked my dad for a glass of water from the well that he recalled from his youth. 

______________________________________________________________________________
My Aunt Freddie Fisher (we all call her Sister) shared some detail with me of the time Papa’s shotgun blew up in his face.  Papa was down in the garden below the rock wall that bordered the 
“backyard”.  He was planning on “eliminating” a varmint that was invading his garden.  He fired his shotgun, and for some reason, the weapon exploded in his face.  The damage was quite extensive, breaking several bones in his face and peeling back the skin covering his brow.  On hands and knees he was able to pull himself back up to the house and alert Mama of the accident.  He was taken to the hospital in San Marcos where doctors repaired the damage to his face.  It was there, that upon X-raying Papa’s skull, those doctors discovered that Papa had an extra lobe on his brain.   This probably accounted for his uncanny ability to learn languages, veterinarian medicine, and his extraordinary math and bookkeeping skills.

______________________________________________________________________________

I had an experience of my own with Papa and his shotgun.   My cousins and I were playing outside at the ranch when one of my Fisher cousins heard the ominous “rattle” of a rattlesnake coming from under the house.   Papa, having been duly alerted, grabbed his shotgun from the rack in the kitchen and told me to follow him.  Papa was in his late 80’s at this time and his eyesight was not what it once was (although he didn’t wear glasses).  So, with fear and trembling, I followed him under the house to hold a flashlight while he sought out the venomous intruder.  Crouched low, we followed the sound of the “rattler’s” warning and attempted to locate the viper.  Papa spotted the snake, which was backed up against a supporting pier.  He raised his shotgun and let loose a volley from the twelve-gauge.  A thunderous roar deafened me briefly, but the snake’s rattle could still be heard despite the ringing in my ears.  Papa said, “We have to get closer”.

We crept a little closer.  I held the shaky, quivering beam of light on the snake as Papa chambered another shell into his Winchester Model 12.  You can’t imagine the roar of the shotgun’s report as the sound echoed off of the stone underpinning beneath the house.  But, again we heard the intimidating rattle, and again Papa uttered, “We have to get closer”.  

We were just a few feet away from the coiled snake when the third shot finally finished it off.  We were close enough that I could see the mangled body of the snake, but I know I couldn’t have heard its rattle had it survived.  In fact I don’t think I heard anything but the ringing in my ears for several days afterward.

______________________________________________________________________________

As I mentioned earlier, Papa didn’t like armadillos; they dug up his yard and Mama’s garden and the dens they dug in the ground were a danger for his horse’s legs as he rode around the ranch.  He offered to pay a bounty of twenty-five cents to my cousins and me for each armadillo we would eliminate.  Regretfully, we didn’t need much incentive to unleash our .22’s on any hapless wildlife that we wandered upon as we trekked around the ranch.  Any creature encountered was pretty much “fair game”.

______________________________________________________________________________

 However, my cousin Greg Fisher shared the story of a mishap he experienced while out hunting on the ranch.  He was stalking all manner of varmints that were quite plentiful on the ranch.  Suddenly, movement in the thick brush startled him.  He raised his .22 rifle in reflex and squeezed off a round… only to discover that he had killed one of Papa’s goats.  With fear and a sinking feeling in his gut, he reported the killing to Papa who was not at all happy.  He said Papa let him off with a stern admonishment to “please not kill anymore of my livestock”.

______________________________________________________________________________
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As documented previously, Papa was a stockman extraordinaire.  I feel so fortunate to have been able to witness him in action on several occasions as he doctored and tended to his livestock.  These remembrances are not for the squeamish.  I remember one time when he was doctoring his horse that had been cut by a strand of barbed wire.  We were in the barn in the stall closest to the house.  The wound of the horse had festered and was inhabited by fly larvae (I hate the word maggot).  Papa gently calmed the horse by petting and stroking until he felt it was time to administer the ointment that he had prepared.  I don’t know what the stuff was, but when he poured it onto the wound, the larvae began pouring out onto the ground.  After a few moments, Papa applied another Corona ointment to the wound and allowed the horse to wander out into the pasture…cured.

______________________________________________________________________________
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Papa administered his veterinary skills on us kids as well.  I remember a can of Corona (a concoction of sheep fat, lanolin) that he kept on the same shelf in the bathroom that his razor straps hung from.   Whenever we came into the house complaining of a scrape, scratch or burn, the soothing ointment was amply applied.  It worked well.
______________________________________________________________________________

Once, Papa took me with him on one of his veterinary house calls.  He was assisting a neighboring rancher in the castrating of a litter of piglets.  I was both in awe of Papa’s skills and a little bit grossed out watching the process.  My job was catching the elusive patients, who must have somehow sensed the impending assault on their developing manhood.  

I would bring the pink squealing and squirming piglet to Papa and hold it with its belly skyward while Papa deftly administered the surgery.  Using his rancher’s scalpel (a well honed 

Case stockman’s knife) he would make an inch long incision in the tender underbelly.  He would then insert index finger and thumb and extract the appropriate reproductive vessel and once again apply the razor sharp blade.  Tucking the severed ends back into the incision, he would apply an ample dose of antiseptic and instructed me to send the squealing patient on its way.  I noticed with some amusement that the little piglet would wander about ten feet and then relieve its bowels.  I’m sure the remaining little pigs were not quite so amused as they waited their turn.        

______________________________________________________________________________
Another job Papa included me in was helping him shear the sheep.  I, along with Mike, Chipper and Freddy, was recruited to assist in the task.  Our job was to capture the abundantly fluffed sheep and bring them to the shearers who rapidly “de-wooled” the flock.  It was surprising to me how light those four-legged bundles of wool on the hoof were.  I was small, but I could easily pick one up by its coat and carry it to the shears.  The shearing mechanism consisted of several spider-leg like appendages attached to a central motor.  The guys operating the shears each had their own station and we brought the sheep to them.  They worked really fast and must have been paid by the head.  In a matter of seconds, the sheep bound off with a fresh buzz cut and resounding “baaa”.  I’m so glad I was able to experience this small part of a rancher’s work.

______________________________________________________________________________

My brother Mike shared an early memory of his from out at the ranch in Dripping Springs (Drippin’).  Mike said that he and a cousin were playing out in the pasture and found a young lamb.  He carried it back to the house and Papa asked him where he found it.  Mike said that Papa looked ‘kinda’ perturbed and immediately saddled up his horse.  He took the lamb in his arms and mounted his horse and rode off in search of the lamb’s mama.  When he found the anxious ewe among all the other sheep, he gently lowered the lamb from his perch on the saddle and reunited the sheep with her fold.

______________________________________________________________________________
My other brother, Tim, shares a story that reinforces Papa’s special kinship with animals.  One of Tim’s fond childhood remembrances is walking alongside Papa and his dog, Shep, on the way to the barnyard.  In a conversational, low-key manner, Papa simply says, “Shep, time to round up the cattle” and Shep excitedly takes off in a run to do just that!  

I remember Papa pointing to chickens that wandered out of the barnyard into the yard of the house and simply pointing and uttering, “sic”.  Old Shep would chase the chickens back to where they belonged.  ______________________________________________________________________________

Apparently, there were several iterations of Shep.  Another early “dog saves man” story occurred when the first barn burned down in (date?), during the middle of the night. The ‘Shep’ of the time awakened Papa’s sleeping family inside the ranch house by slamming the screen door open and closed until Papa came out to investigate.

______________________________________________________________________________
Family
My family spent many nights at the ranch as Dad returned “home” at every opportunity during the time we were living in Houston.  It was a homecoming that we all looked forward to.  Chip and Fred were always there also, as my Uncle Clinton had an equal affinity to the charms of the old home place.  It was great to be together during those Christmases, Easters, and the like.  I remember being awakened many times from my peaceful slumber by the roar of a shotgun blast in the night.  Papa got really aggravated when an armadillo, digging up his front yard (and Mama’s garden), awakened him.

______________________________________________________________________________
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Christmas was a fond memory at the ranch.  We always had a fresh cut cedar Christmas tree in the large living room; its aroma filling the air that was already charged with the excitement of my cousins and me anticipating opening the beautiful packages under its branches.  There were a lot of us kids and the room was often completely filled with Elsner’s, Fisher’s, Karcher’s, Davis’s, Owen’s, and Searight’s.  It was a magical time.  I still have the silver dollars my Aunt Irma would place in an envelope and hang on the tree for each of her nieces and nephews.

After Mama had passed away, Papa would sit in a chair in the living room and observe the proceedings with great amusement.  I remember him being surrounded by the gifts he received, usually consisting of cans of his Prince Albert Tobacco, obligatory shaving lotions, and new pairs of his preferred footwear.  I also remember the leather slippers he wore all the time.  I saw a pair just like them in a store recently and was tempted to purchase a pair…just to be like Papa.  I wish I had.  Next time I see some I will.
______________________________________________________________________________
It seems strange, but I don’t ever remember Papa sitting with us at the lunch or dinner table.  I do remember him teasing us as we sat at the table eating some good ol’ country cooking.  I recall him walking through the kitchen and remarking; “You’re a funny looking outfit…every time your elbows bend, your mouths fly open.”  

Once, while we were having a dessert of lemon meringue pie he chuckled “that stuff on top looks like calf slobber”.   It didn’t slow us down a bit.
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I remember getting up and sitting with him at breakfast in the kitchen.  His usual breakfast was a bowl of oatmeal and cold biscuits, washed down with fresh buttermilk.  This was the only meal I can remember him eating.  He was obviously a light eater as his lean, fit body bore testimony.  His healthy eating habits and lifetime of hard work and discipline were probably the reason he lived to a ripe old age. 
______________________________________________________________________________

I remember a conversation my dad had with Papa concerning a new pair of boots Dad proudly wore.  Dad was working for the Harris County Health Department, but was also a commissioned deputy sheriff.  To earn extra money, Dad moonlighted during the Houston Fat Stock Show and Rodeo working as security.  With some of the money Dad earned, he purchased those new boots.   Dad really enjoyed this work as it allowed him to mingle with the cowboys, rodeo performers and the wide variety of livestock that he had grown up with.  One of the regular evening performances of the rodeo included a stampede of real buffalo.  Dad had purposely stepped in a big steaming pile of buffalo manure, just for the nostalgia.  Eager to impress Papa, Dad proclaimed, “Papa, I did something in these boots that I bet you never did.”  Papa, stealing his thunder, replied dryly; “Bean, I bet you did a lot of things in those boots I never did.”

______________________________________________________________________________
I guess Papa could have been considered the prototype of the modern rancher.  As mentioned, he not only was a skilled farmer, stockman, and wrangler, he was also an astute businessman and manager.  His combination of hard work and acquired knowledge transformed a thousand acres of raw untamed hill country wilderness into a smooth running and profitable business model that would be the envy on any corporate CEO today.  

I spoke with my Aunt Tot (Bernice Davis), regarding her early life growing up on the ranch.  This was shortly after her 100th birthday and I wanted to know what it was like to experience turn-of-the-century ranch life.  I was surprised at her answer.  You see… my cousins and me enjoyed the charms of the ranch as a playground.  We explored, hunted, hiked and played out our childhood fantasies as we roamed it’s well manicured fields and meticulously cleared pastures, seemingly unaware of the grueling toil it took to make it what it eventually became.  In the early 1900’s, Papa and his children crafted the ranch out of the stubborn brush and rocky terrain that was virgin to the plow and hoe.  They spent hours each waking day in the blistering hill country heat to obtain the crops, cattle, and other animals to sustain their pioneering family.  

So, to answer my question, Tot said, “ Steve, it was just a lot of hard work.”  

______________________________________________________________________________
Papa’s last year was spent living in my Aunt Merle’s home in Austin.  Time had finally taken its toll on the aging cowboy and his health had declined significantly.  I was in college in San Marcos at this time and visited with Papa several times at the house.  

My Dad spent his last time with Papa at the house and as Dad opened the door to leave Papa proclaimed from the other room “I love you Bean” to which Dad replied, “I love you Papa”.  This exchange meant a lot to my Dad and is now for me a touching last remembrance of my beloved Grandfather.







