
 

THE CATTLE INDUSTRY 

 

The cattle industry began in Texas in 

the 1850s. Texan cowboys would 

herd their cows along cattle trails to 

cities across the South. These were 

known as long drives. 

During the Civil War the Texan cattle were left 

unmanaged, causing their numbers to boom. At 

the same time, the Southern economy was 

damaged and there was little demand for beef. 

In the North, beef prices were much higher – 

about $40 a cow compared with $5 in the South – 

so cowboys began driving their cattle north. 

The Goodnight-Loving Trail was established. This 

expanded the industry westwards into Colorado, 

supplying beef to Indian reservations and mining towns. 

Joseph McCoy developed Abilene, Kansas, into the first 

cow town. Cattle were herded to Abilene from Texas 

then put onto trains to be taken to cities in the north. 

Businessman John Iliff created the first open range ranch, where 

thousands of cattle roamed freely on the Plains. Raising cattle on the Plains 

removed the cost and hassle of driving them all the way up from Texas. 

Open range ranching became big business, and cattle 

barons became very rich. The cattle industry was now at 

its peak, a period known as the beef bonanza. 

Some states, such as Missouri, brought in 

quarantine laws to block the cattle drives, 

because they were afraid that Texas fever 

would infect their own animals. 

Gradually the Plains became overstocked and the 

grass ran out. Then, in 1886-7, a harsh winter 

known as the Great Die-Up killed off many of the 

cattle and many cattle barons went bankrupt.  

With open range ranching no 

longer profitable, ranchers began 

to keep small ranches, with the 

cattle fenced in with barbed wire.  
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The cowboy’s job was to work on 

the long drive, herding the cattle 

along cattle trails to cities where 

they would be sold. These cattle 

drives took several months. 

The cowboy’s life was much less 

exciting. They were basically 

farmhands, looking after the cattle 

and horses and patrolling the ranch 

boundary (riding the line).  

Now the cattle drives were 

redundant, cowboys worked on the 

open range. Each spring they had to 

round up the cattle and brand 

them ready to be sold. 


