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ABSTRACT 

Countless persons throughout history have made a mark, for better or worse, on the 

historical record and scholars and chroniclers have documented the successes or failures 

of the many prominent figures. But, there remain many persons of local, regional, or even 

national importance whose lives are obscure to the generations that follow them. Such is 

the case with Henry C. "Hank" Smith. To many. Smith could seem to be the embodiment 

of the American dream, an immigrant youth who left his home in Germany to seek a 

better life in America and, starting with little means, combined skill and luck to become a 

successful entrepreneur. Through various business opportunities he acquired not only a 

degree of wealth but also recognition and respect from his peers as a merchant, freighter, 

stock raiser, and prominent regional and civic booster. Although he was a pioneer settler 

on Texas' South Plains, his life and exploits were generally unknown outside of his 

contemporaries, close friends, and family. 

Hank Smith's Cross B Ranch in Blanco Canyon was centered one mile northeast of 

Mount Blanco, ten miles north of present day Crosbyton. But Hank Smith never intended 

to become a rancher. Bom in Bavaria, he left Germany when he was only fourteen and 

traveled to Ohio to live with a sister. He then left Ohio after less than two years to seek 

better opportunity in the American West. In the course of his westering life, he worked as 

a teamster on the Santa Fe Trail, searched for gold on Arizona and New Mexico, served 

in both the Confederate and Union armies during the Civil War, and operated a fi-eighting 

busmess in El Paso. In 1872 he left El Paso and eventually settled near Fort GrifFm, 
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Texas. While in Fort Griffin he married Elizabeth Boyle and opened the Occidental 

Hotel. Eventually, after foreclosing on a debt, he moved to Blanco Canyon and became a 

stock raiser. 

The overarching theme of this biography will be contained within Smith's business 

activities and how his entrepreneurial nature became the driving force behind his 

movement west and the basis of his life. Smith's movement into the American West 

represented a model that was typical of many western migrants, a blueprint of 

entrepreneurship and settlement that was much more pervasive than the popular 

conception of a fi"ontier pioneer experience. Smith saw little opportunity in Ohio and the 

Midwest and left in search of economic gain. In this regard. Smith's significance extends 

far beyond his life in Crosbyton County, an importance that makes him one of the 

prototypical economically driven,' Vestering" men. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

He was a tall man, particularly for his time, with a fiill beard and dark eyes. Although 

he loved to tell stories and make business deals, he was also prone to bouts of brooding 

silence that, to many, suggested an inner sadness. While he became an iconic figure on 

the plains of West Texas, a region known for its idolization of cowboys. Stetsons, and 

boots, he preferred to wear a broad brim hat, overalls or suspenders, with a simple white 

work shirt and sturdy work slacks, along with the ever present pipe in his mouth. He was 

an able horseman, but one of his favorite activities was to walk his broad acres and, very 

often, camp on the ground in Blanco Canyon. One of the great joys in his life was tending 

to the fiaiit trees that lined the fence line around his home. Most people have referred to 

him as a cattle rancher but, while he did raise cattle, for most of his life as a stockman he 

raised twice as many sheep as he did bovines. At the end of his life, he lived in a 

beautiful rock home and left behind a considerable estate, but he spent most of his life 

struggling to obtain a comfortable existence. He was often extraordinarily kind to his 

neighbors in times of distress, but he could also be stubborn and intransigent with some 

of these same neighbors when they were discussing buying or selling a horse or land. He 

and his wife Elizabeth raised five children whom they taught the value of education and 

hard work. He came to the United States firom Germany and eventually settled in Blanco 

Canyon on Texas' South Plains. He was Henry C. "Hank" Smith. 



Countless persons throughout history have made a mark, for better or worse, on the 

historical record and scholars and chroniclers have documented the successes or failures 

of many of the prominent figures. But, there remain many persons of local, regional, or 

even national importance whose lives are obscure to the generations that follow them. 

Such is the case with Henry C. "Hank" Smith. To many. Smith could seem to be the 

embodiment of the American dream, an immigrant youth who left his home in Germany 

to seek a better life in America and, starting with little means, combined skill and luck to 

become a successful entrepreneur. Through various business opportunities, he acquired 

not only a degree of wealth but also recognition and respect fi'om his peers as a merchant, 

freighter, stock raiser, and prominent regional and civic booster. Although he was a 

pioneer settler on Texas' South Plains, his life and exploits were generally unknown 

outside of his contemporaries, close fiiends, and family. 

The lack of attention can be attributed, at least in part, to Smith's regional obscurity 

and lack of flamboyance. West Texas, and specifically the South Plains, was one of the 

last regions of the state to be occupied by white settlers and myth and legend often mask 

its significance. Even today the region is plagued with the "western myth" of 

rambunctious and lawless "cowboys," Indian raids, cavalry campaigns, and an identity of 

a frontier existence. While these are, indeed, a part of West Texas' heritage, they are a far 

cry from the whole story or even the most important aspects of the region's heritage. 

More important was the almost commonplace existence of families, such as Smith's 

people, whose everyday life was not "dramatic" in the classical sense, but one that 

adapted to an unfamiliar environment, developed a viable life and economic base, began 



communities, and became the true force behind the establishment of the region's current 

cities and economy. 

Despite the mythic place the American West occupies in the American cultural 

mosaic, above all else the West was a region of individuals, more often than not 

struggling to conquer and endure in a regularly harsh environment. It was such struggling 

people who transformed the American West into the dynamic region it is today, but they 

also helped to begin and perpetuate the imagined West of the modem era. Studies of such 

westemers can add to the existing work and help portray a more accurate picture of the 

West's past and present. Hank Smith was just such a westerner. This examination of his 

life will contribute to a number of themes in the current scholarly study of the American 

West. It will help answer questions on identity, economic activity, and the attitudes and 

motivations of the men and women who moved west in the nineteenth century. In many 

ways, Smith epitomized the 'Svestering" man. 

The overarching theme of this biography will be contained within Smith's business 

activities and how his entrepreneurial nature became the driving force behind his 

movement west and the basis of his life. Smith's movement west from Ohio represented a 

model that was typical of many western migrants, a blueprint of entrepreneurship and 

settlement that was much more pervasive than the popular conception of a frontier 

pioneer experience. Richard White, in his work, "It's Your Misfortune and None of My 

Own:" A New History of the American West has speculated that opportunity in the 

nineteenth century West was not as great as popularly believed and that the West offered 

probably not any greater opportunity, as a whole, than the East of the same period. While 



that may be an accurate assessment, it was not the contemporary perception. Hank Smith 

saw little opportunity in Ohio and left the Midwest in search of economic gain. In this 

regard. Smith's significance extends far beyond his life in Mount Blanco, Texas. He was 

the quintessence of the economically driven westering man. As Patricia Nelson Limerick 

has argued in her seminal work. The Legacy of Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the 

American West, the American West has a history groimded primarily in economic reality, 

in hardheaded questions of profit, loss, competition, and consolidation. Like Nelson's 

farmers, oihnen, and cattlemen, Smith's movement west and his activities were 

predominantly economically motivated, a search for profits and a better way of life for 

himself and his family. It was the search for profits and economic activity that was one of 

the most significant shaping factors in the American West and Hank Smith was 

representative of such a movement. 

A study of Hank Smith's life will also contribute to potential answers in the broader 

question of western identity. There are many possible answers to the question of what or 

who is a westerner. The West is home for many mythic figures and identities, but it is 

also nothing more than a region of the United States with no more uniqueness or 

significance than any other region. For many, the West represents lone heroic figures: the 

solitary mountain man, struggling homesteaders, daring cowboys, and the "doomed" 

Native American. But for others, it is simply a locale, a place where ordinary men and 

women worked, raised families, and lived out their lives. The regional identity of a 

^ Richard White, "It's Your Misfortune and None of Mv Own:" A New History of the American West. 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 285.; Patricia Nelson Limerick, A Legacy of Conquest: 
The Unbroken Past of the American West. (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1987). 



people is not monolithic and it is expressed in a multiplicity of complex interactions 

between individuals, communities, and shared memory. The dichotomy between these 

two views accoxmts for the often very different views of the West and westemers. 

Late in his life, Hank Smith began a memoir that is dominated by stories and tales of 

Indian battles, the romanticism of searching for a lost gold mine, and the adventurous life 

of traveling throughout the West. His stories, at first glance, seem influenced by the pulp 

fiction of the era, the larger than life stmggles of a pioneer on the westem frontier. This 

was Smith's life as he viewed it and it was a life that reinforced the regional identity of 

the day. However, an examination of Smith's life reveals a much more complex picture. 

While his life did contain adventures, it was also often mundane and more practical. He 

was also a husband, a father, a friend, and an entrepreneur. He was a major figure in the 

organization of Crosby County, served as both county commissioner and tax assessor, 

and at his death was a school district tmstee. But Smith knew his audience and tailored 

his tales to meet their expectations of a pioneer existence. In many ways. Smith 

represents the dichotomy of the different views of the American West and this study will 

help reconcile and come to terms v^th these two divergent identities. 

Although this study will focus on such questions as entrepreneurship in the West and 

westem identity, at its core it is still a biographical work. Biography as a scholarly study 

occupies a sometimes precarious position. While it is the literary genre read by the widest 

cross-section of people, it is also the genre that is the least studied and understood and 

often comes under assault by some members of the historical profession. On the surface, 

it may seem to be the one in least need of explanation, analysis, and justification. After 



all, a biography tells the story of a life, plotting the existence of a person from birth to 

death. Biographer Catherine Drinker Bowen was once startled by the assertion of a fiiend 

that "compared to fiction writers, biographers have an easy time. Their plot is ready 

before they even began to write." To Bowen, it was obvious that her fiiend was referring 

to "chronology," a form some biographers adopt but by far not the complete essence of 

what a biography is.^ 

Many critics have described biography as a powerfiil instrument for maintaining the 

status quo and reinforcing a culture's myth. Some detractors of the genre are reluctant to 

consider biography a creative task within the sphere of non-fictional prose. Emphasis on 

its historical, factual, or documentary nature, often summarized by the term 

"comprehensive," has restricted efforts to embrace the genre fully. The key question 

becomes how much can a biographer embody reality and how faithful can a biography be 

to the complexities of human experience?^ 

Contrary to such criticism, biography can be one of the best methodologies in 

conveying historical interpretation. A key is not to allow the genre to overwhelm the 

author. According to fraNadel, biographers often invite criticism when, "the obsession of 

empirical biographers with comprehending all the facts soon becomes subsumed by the 

nature of the genre and the limitations of the form." No biography should contain, nor 

would a reader wish it to, all the facts. For an effective biographer, the issue should not 

always be a straightforward presentation of the facts of a subject's life, but how can the 

^ Paula R. Backscheider, Reflections on Biography (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 
1999), xiii-xiv.; Milton Lomask, The Biographers Craft. (New York: Harper & Row, 1986), 1. 

^ ka Bruce Nadel, Biography: Fiction, Fact, and Form, (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1984), 155. 


