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Elko; A Travel Story 
By Steve Trigg 

 

 

I finally went to Elko, Nevada to attend the National Cowboy Poetry Gathering, it’s a week-long, yearly 
event begun in 1985 and held in the middle of the winter in Elko, Nevada. An old family friend, Buck Ramsey 
began his participation in 1989 and has become a central figure of inspiration in its evolution. Buck was a 
working cowboy on the Bivins’s Coldwater Cattle Company’s Alibates Ranch in the middle ‘60s when he was 
crippled by Cinnamon, a rank young horse. I am certain he once told me that colt was out of a Dan Trigg 
stud. It happened one morning along one of the draws among the Canadian River breaks that he loved so 
much. Half his ashes are scattered there today, the rest on Alamosa Point at the Trigg Ranch along with 22 
others of the extended Trigg Clan.   

After his horse accident, Buck developed his writing and music skills, collected and recorded old cowboy 
songs and became one of the best if not the best of the Cowboy Poets and singers in this latest flowering of 
Cowboy Culture. A flowering art form expressed at Cowboy Poetry Gatherings that spreads the richness of 
the Western experience to a wider audience. Buck’s prologue, Anthem, to his epic  poem Grass, was written 
from the inspiration of one of those first Elko gatherings and has become the inspiration of many cowboy po-
ets to date. The Director of the Library of Congress once told Bette, his widow, that Grass was “the finest 
piece of literature I have ever read.” Anthem resonates within the soul of man and especially those from the 
Western life and especially within me. I include it below. 

My older sister, Sally, has been to many Elko 
Gatherings with Bette Ramsey. Bette has been to 
most of them and intimately knows everyone. That 
first night in town, Yolie and I wandered into the 
headquarters of the Western Folklife Center, the old 
Pioneer Hotel with its 40-foot 1890 Brunswick back 
bar constructed of mahogany and cherry wood inlaid 
with mother-of-pearl, and found Betty seated among 
a circle of people. Bette quickly introduced me to 
several people with expertise in several personal 
areas of interests of mine. Andy Wilkinson is a musi-
cian, singer, song writer, writer, artist in residence at 
Southwest Collections, and teaches song writing 
and creative process at Texas Tech University and 
is doing original research on Charley Goodnight; my 
grandfather and Charlie were acquaintances; Rod 
Taylor was a performer/singer song writer who had 
run the 147,000-acre Philmont Ranch owned by the 
Boy Scouts of America. Rod knew of the buffalo that my Dad wound up with in the early 70’s. He told me 
“Charlie”, or as Dad renamed him “Bill”, was a doggied Buffalo steer calf the kids raised on a bottle during 
their summer scouting camps. He was gentle and even broke to ride. It’s a good story and I might tell it one 
day. Bette mentioned Randy Rieman, one of the leading cowboy poets at the gathering, who had mentioned 
to her that in his research on Charley Russell, that one of the people Charley most enjoyed in his later years 
was a man by the last name of Trigg. Dad once told me that the old bar in Great Falls, Montana was owned 
by a Trigg and was run by his spinster daughters during his time on the Yellowstone River ranch. I noticed 
once that the final approach fix for the VOR to runway 21 at Great Falls is named Trigg. I think all Triggs are 
related one way or another. It’s funny how interconnected we are in the ranch and cowboy world, a fact 
equally true among the airline world.  

I came to Elko determined to answer two questions; Why is the mother of all Cowboy Poetry Gatherings in 
Elko? And why is it in the middle of the winter, when the weather is at its coldest?  

Amanda and Bette Ramsey & friend at the Pioneer Saloon, 
regaling stories. © Photo by Jessica Brandi Lifland 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EIAKr4WEUEY
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Well, standing at the end of the line, the line bellied up to the bar to order a beer, I found out from the cow-
boy in front of me, that it is in the winter because that is the slack time for work on most ranches. Spring thru 
Fall is the busy time when all the cattle work must be done. I should have figured that one out on my own! 

Why Elko? took a bit more research. The long and short of it is, that Hal Cannon established the non-profit 
Western Folklife Center in 1982 with the intent to produce only one Cowboy Poetry Gathering. In 1985 the 
Folklife Center sponsored the first Cowboy Poetry Gathering, not knowing at the time, its future prominence 
in the flowering art form of Cowboy Culture. Today it has inspired over 300 Cowboy Poetry Gatherings all 
across the country and in 2000 the US Senate declared Elko as the official site of the National Cowboy Poet-
ry Gathering. 

The Center, as Meg Glaser explained to me, picked Elko as “Elko was just a natural choice”. Earlier, Hal 
had worked with the Northeastern Nevada Museum and the Great Basin College, forming a productive work-
ing relationship; a marvelous city Convention Center was already in place providing wonderful facilities; Elko 
itself is often described as having an “Authentic Western” feel with a rich tradition of cattle and sheep ranch-
ing, and with several well-known local cowboy poets in the area, all combined to make Elko a “natural”. Our 
first drive down Idaho Street, the main downtown street, confirmed all this.  

 

 

 

 

  Hal Cannon was the 
first Folk Arts Coordina-
tor at the Utah Arts Council from 1976 through 1985 and in 1982 assem-
bled a group that formed the Western Folklife Center, recruiting Meg Gla-
ser for the Cowboy Poetry Gathering pretty much from the start. Hal was 
the first Executive Director of the Center, followed by Tara McCarty, David 
Roche, Charlie Seemann and currently by Kristin Windbigler. Meg has 
played a primary role as Artistic Director for much of the Center’s life. 

  The city was a bit reticent with early financial support until the resounding 
success of the first Cowboy Poetry Gathering, after which, the city and the 
local business community solicited the Center to make it a yearly event. 
The Great Basin College provided office space. George Gund lll was the 

first major benefactor and eventually bought the old Pioneer Hotel for the Center in 1990/1991. Most will say 
George’s generous support solidified their future. The 300-seat theater at the Folklife Center is named the 3 
Bar Theater in his honor.  

Hal Cannon, founder and former Executive Director 

Meg Glaser, Artistic Director 

Kristin Windbigler, Executive 
Director 

 

 

http://www.westernfolklife.org/
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  I think too, the Folklife Center and their annual National Cowboy Poetry gathering also owes much to a 
business community that has been financially supportive and a citizenry that has backed the Folklife Center 
with donations of both money and volunteers. It speaks well for a city this size of 20,000 to support such a 
great project. It speaks well for a city of any size. 

  Hal is Mormon, grew up in Salt Lake City and graduated from the University of Utah with a Journalism 
Degree and studied at the Rode Island School of Design, studying film. He is famous; he had an early career 
with the Utah Arts Council and he is a folklorist, radio broadcaster, a poet and a singer/song-writer with a life 
long passion for the songs, poems and tales of the West. He is a self-made folklorist of national stature.  

Meg Glaser grew up on the family ranch near Elko and was recruited by Hal nearly from the inception of 
the Cowboy Poetry Gathering. At the time she was working for the National Council for The Traditional Arts 
in Washington DC, coordinating their efforts to develop and encourage Folk Arts. Hal knew she would be 
key. I suspect she also put in a nickel for Elko. 

George Gund III was of the third generation from a wealthy Cleveland family who had amassed a fortune 
in various businesses, banking, and industrial pursuits. George had inherited his family’s penchant for sup-
porting the Arts. From time spent on his Nevada ranch south of Elko, he was the first to enthusiastically en-
dorse Hal with funding and encouragement for Hal’s vision for the Folklife Center. 

Elko is the largest town of Northeastern Nevada, it is on Interstate 80 four hours west of Salt Lake City 
and five east of Reno. It was founded in 1865 by the Northern Pacific Railroad as a supply point during the 
construction of the Transcontinental Railroad. It is high grass and sage country of the Great Basin which, ge-
ologically, is a series of Horst and Grabens fault blocks; a series of north to south mountain ranges with 
broad open expanses between. The Ruby Mountains spread south of Elko.  

Elko has a history of entertainment as it was a gaming town since Nevada first introduced legal gambling 
in the 30’s. Early on during those days, one of those casinos mined the musical and performing talents trav-
eling on the train between the East and West Coasts. Many of the top dance bands and performers of the 
era stopped for a few days in this town of 5,000. Many became yearly regulars.  

In the 40s and 50s, several Hollywood elites discovered Elko’s authentic Western feel and its easy atmos-
phere of acceptance by the locals. Gary Cooper and Bing Crosby both had sizable ranches in the area. Bing 
would often be greeted on the street with a casual “Hi Bing.” He was even made honorary Mayor in 1948. 

Elko was the center of the open range for both sheep and cattle. The vast majority of land was govern-
ment land and to a large extent it is the same today. Deeded land was mostly assembled through home-
steads, along the watered valleys and meadows. A homestead became the base of operations for sheep and 
cattle outfits of vast numbers of animals, far beyond the carrying capacity of their home places. There were 
sheep operations that owned upwards of 70,000 sheep and some cattle operations with 20,000 cattle. These 
are huge numbers and it spawned a large group of herders both for sheep and cattle, generally separate, 
both with rich traditions. The home places grew winter feed for animals and gave protected places for winter-
ing. Cattle and sheep were driven onto the open range for summer grass in the spring and back home in the 
fall. Cattle were herded by Buckaroos, as the Nevada cowboy is known, and sheep by Basque and other 
herders. Today, open pit gold mining has begun to play an increasingly dominant role.  

This 34th National Cowboy Gathering celebrated both the Buckaroo and Basque tradition. I learned of 
Basques in my college days and it was a treat to fill in my knowledge of them. The Basque are an ancient 
people who have lived in the Pyrenees Mountains of Spain and France since cave days, before agriculture, 
upwards of 6000 years. Their language has no roots to any Indo-European language. It predates Latin and in 
fact authorities, even today, disagree on its true origins.  

The Basque have a large diaspora scattered all over the world from the earliest of Columbus days. There 
were Basques among Columbus’s crew, Columbus himself may have been Basque, Vasquez de Coronado 
was Basque, Basques built most of the ships and manned them for a major part of the discovery, conquest 
and settlement of the New World. I even learned at one of the talks, there are even Basques in China. In the 
American West, they were primarily herders and eventually ranchers, coming in varying numbers beginning 
in the late 1800s and continuing into recent times. There are large Basque communities wherever there is or 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Basques
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diaspora
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were sheep and cattle; from Bakersfield, California to Reno, Elko and the Big Horn Basin country of Wyo-
ming. All across the West. They have a rich tradition and this Cowboy Gathering offered an amazing array of 
their song, dance, poetry, food, stories and discussions.  

The National Cowboy Poetry Gathering had 12 Speakers and Panelists, my younger brother Eric, who 
flies for South West, was one of three keynote speakers. There were 37 poets, singers and groups, and 10 
Basque dance performers, musical groups and speakers; workshops for cooking, rawhide braiding, cinch 
and hat making and dancing, both Basque and Cowboy dance, and many films and even a panel discussion 
by 7 of the Trigg clan explaining what our family has done to preserve the Trigg Ranch heritage. The two lob-
bies at the Convention/Conference Center had a huge array of store and handmade cowboy gear, clothing, 
art and cowboy stuff. This was the place to stock up on authentic cowboy stuff! 

Brigid Reedy has been performing since she 
was two. She was my wife’s favorite. 

David Romtvedt & Caitlin Belem Romtvedt played 
traditional Basque music. They too were some of my 
favorites.   Photo by Jen Ten Productions 

  

 

This was most of the fiddle players at the Cowboy Gathering all assembled in one place. It was one 
of my favorites.  Photo by Charlie Ekburg 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PIdgAEmscdw
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Elko’s Convention Center, along with its adjacent Conference center was the site for most of the pro-
grams; others being scattered around town; some in the Folklife Center’s 3 Bar Theater and a few other 
events at the High School, the Northeastern Nevada Museum, the Great Basin College and several local 
churches.  

At the Convention\Conference Center all six meeting rooms and two auditoriums had an event every hour, 
requiring one quite a bit of study to decide what performance, where and when, one wished to attend. I had 
studied the Western Folklife’s web site some before we got there and felt I knew quite a bit, but in reality, 
there was a lot more I needed to know. I must say, their web site is superlative! I am still finding menus that 
contain more than one can absorb in many sittings much less in a single one.  

The first day I was fairly bewildered. The second day I found a publication that listed all the events in col-
umns for each venue with the times and descriptions of each performance and with a map, which proved a 
great asset. I love maps. There is quite a bit of planning involved in learning and organizing what and where 
you want to see.  

The whole affair is run and organized by the executive staff of the Western Folklife Center; they are nearly 
all women and they do a superlative job. Each event and each venue was overseen by one individual, either 
salaried or volunteer. Everyone that helped was knowledgeable and expressed themselves and the event 
extremely well. The technical support for audio and video was top-notch. The caliber of all the performers 
was outstanding and everything I saw came off flawlessly. I was totally impressed! Awed in fact! 

The National Cowboy Poetry Gathering in Elko, Nevada is well worth a spot on your Bucket List! 

The Elko Convention Center 
The Western Folklife Center 

The Conference Center which is directly behind the Convention Center. 
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Anthem is the 7 stanza prologue to the epic poem 
Grass. 

 

ANTHEM 

 by Buck Ramsey (1938-1998) 

 

And in the morning I was riding 

 Out through the breaks of that long plain, 

 And leather creaking on the quieting 

 Would sound with trot and trot again. 

 I lived in time with horse hoof falling; 

 I listened well and heard the calling 

 The earth, my mother, bade to me, 

 Though I would still ride wild and free. 

 And as I flew out in the morning, 

 Before the bird, before the dawn, 

 I was the poem, I was the song. 

 My heart would beat the world a warning— 

Those horsemen now rode all with me, 

 And we were good, and we were free. 

 

We were not told, but ours the knowing 

 We were the native strangers there 

 Among the things the land was growing— 

To know this gave us more the care 

 To let the grass keep at its growing 

 And let the streams keep at their flowing. 

 We knew the land would not be ours, 

 That no one has the awful pow'rs 

 To claim the vast and common nesting, 

 To own the life that gave him birth, 

 Much less to rape his mother earth 

 And ask her for a mother's blessing 

 And ever live in peace with her, 

 And, dying, come to rest with her. 

 

Oh, we would ride and we would listen 

 And hear the message on the wind. 

 The grass in morning dew would glisten 

 Until the sun would dry and blend 

 The grass to ground and air to skying. 

 We'd know by bird or insect flying 

 Or by their mood or by their song 

 If time and moon were right or wrong 

 For fitting works and rounds to weather. 

 The critter coats and leaves of trees 

 Might flash some signal with a breeze— 

Or wind and sun on flow'r or feather. 

 We knew our way from dawn to dawn, 

 And far beyond, and far beyond. 

 

It was the old ones with me riding 

 Out through the fog fall of the dawn, 

 And they would press me to deciding 

 If we were right or we were wrong. 

 For time came we were punching cattle 

 For men who knew not spur nor saddle, 

 Who came with locusts in their purse 

 To scatter loose upon the earth. 

 The savage had not found this prairie 

 Till some who hired us came this way 

 To make the grasses pay and pay 

 For some raw greed no wise or wary 

 Regard for grass could satisfy. 

 

The old ones wept and so did I. 

 Do you remember? We'd come jogging 

 To town with jingle in our jeans, 

 And in the wild night we'd be bogging 

 Up to our hats in last month's dreams. 

 It seemed the night could barely hold us 

 With all those spirits to embold' us 

 While, horses waiting on three legs, 

 We'd drain the night down to the dregs. 

 And just before beyond redemption 

 We'd gather back to what we were. 

 We'd leave the money left us there 

 And head our horses for the wagon. 



 But in the ruckus, in the whirl, 

 We were the wolves of all the world. 

 

The grass was growing scarce for grazing, 

 Would soon turn sod or soon turn bare. 

 The money men set to replacing 

 The good and true in spirit there. 

 We could not say, there was no knowing, 

 How ill the future winds were blowing. 

 Some cowboys even shunned the ways 

 Of cowboys in the trail herd days 

 (But where's the gift not turned for plunder?), 

 Forgot that we are what we do 

 And not the stuff we lay claim to. 

 I dream the spell that we were under; 

 I throw in with a cowboy band 

 And go out horseback through the land. 

 

So mornings now I'll go out riding 

 Through pastures of my solemn plain, 

 And leather creaking in the quieting 

 Will sound with trot and trot again. 

 I'll live in time with horse hoof falling; 

 I'll listen well and hear the calling 

 The earth, my mother, bids to me, 

 Though I will still ride wild and free. 

 And as I ride out on the morning 

 Before the bird, before the dawn, 

 I'll be this poem, I'll be this song. 

 My heart will beat the world a warning— 

Those horsemen will ride all with me, 

 And we'll be good, and we'll be free. 

© 1993, Buck Ramsey 
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