The Legend of Steel Dust

Have you heard of the Dallas Cowboys football team?  Have you watched them on the television?  Have you ever been to Dallas?  Have you seen pictures of the city?  Have you seen the tall buildings or the lines of cars on the freeways?
Now, try to imagine it long ago when there were only a few dirt streets.  The residents rode horses, because there weren’t any cars.  In that day, when it rained, the pigs that the townspeople owned would go out into the streets and roll around in the mud, creating big, mud holes.  

That was a long time ago, and it was long before football was even a sport.  However, there were still many famous heroes, even in the 1800’s so famous that even though they lived long ago, they are still remembered.  When people still tell stories of famous heroes long after they lived, do you know what they are called?  They are called Legends, and I am going to tell you about one.

The Legend of Steel Dust
Steel Dust was just a colt in 1844 when he moved to Texas with two families from Illinois.  Following the covered wagons on the trail to Texas, he saw many new and interesting sights.  He crossed rivers and creeks. He saw plants that he had not seen before, such as the feathery branches and seed pods of the mesquite.

Steel Dust and his families met Indians along the way.  They saw wagons carrying supplies for the army.  There were wild cattle with long horns.  They looked so fierce that Steel Dust was happy to scamper aside and give them plenty of space.

It was a very long trip.  Steel Dust was glad when the wagons rolled to a stop at the Ten Mile Creek, and his families decided to stay there.  Steel Dust liked the mild climate in Texas, and that there was plenty of grass to eat.

He quickly became a fine stallion.  Some horses in the neighborhood were more handsome than Steel Dust, but Steel Dust was a very fast sprinter.  


There was much work to do, and the young horse was glad when it was time for fun.  Sometimes, the frontier families would get together for picnics, fishing trips or pecan hunting.  Every once in a while, someone might propose a horse race, and the neighbors liked to see whose horse could run faster.  On the prairie trails near Ten Mile Creek, Steel Dust proved how fast he was.  He soon had many fans.  


People in the other communities near his home had heard of this fast horse.  They came to the town of Lancaster, near Ten Mile Creek, to see him run.  Sometimes, they would come to match their own best sprinters against him.  Once, so many people came to watch a race that they had to camp out because the homes and hotels could not hold them all.  

In Collin County, 50 miles to the North, was another celebrated horse; his name was Monmouth.  By 1852, Monmouth was becoming well known near his home, similar to Steel Dust to the South.  Some people said Monmouth could run faster than a rush telegram on a downhill wire.


Finally, in 1855, they arranged to have a match race between Steel Dust and Monmouth at McKinney, Texas.
In 1855, the people of Texas did not have telephones, televisions, or radios. News of the race spread quickly from person to person.  Amusements were far and few between on the Texas frontier, so many families came to watch.  It was an exciting day for the crowd of people gathered for the race. 


Steel Dust did not look very excited.  The twelve-year-old, bay-colored horse seemed quiet and gentle.  Someone in the crowd from Collin County shouted “Don’t you think you ought to wake your horse up before the race?”  The people from Collin County were sure Monmouth could win the race against the quiet horse.  


The two horses leaped from the start.  Monmouth was fast, but Steel Dust still sped out in front!  No one else asked questions or made comments about waking up Steel Dust ever again.  He won the race easily and he was the hero of Dallas County!

Steel Dust went back to the Ten Mile Creek farm near Lancaster. For a while, no one was willing to race another horse against him, so he went back to work on the farm.


A few times, Steel Dust was matched against other horses.  The prize for the family of the winner might be a pony or mule. One time, the prize was a load of corn to be delivered at harvest.  A few months after the race at McKinney, a match race between Steel Dust and his neighbor, Shiloh, was scheduled in Dallas.  Most of the streets in Dallas were dirt, and had holes where the pigs had cooled themselves in the mud after the rain.  They found a smooth road on the East side of Dallas where the horses could race safely.  


People came to see the race from all parts of the county.  Starting gates of narrow poles were set up so the horses could have an even start. 


Steel Dust liked racing and looked forward to it, just like the people.  Steel Dust was so eager for the race that he reared and plunged while he waited.  When he made his leap to clear the gate, he ran a big splinter into his shoulder.  This put Steel Dust out of the race.  Shiloh galloped over the track. Because of the injury, Steel Dust never raced again. 


This was very disappointing for Steel Dust and his families.  The spectators were sad too.  They were left without an answer to the question of which was the faster horse. 


Good news though! Before long, Steel Dust became even more famous as a sire, or a father, than he had been as a sprinter.  His fame spread across the prairies.  Soon, some of his colts were working on ranches with cowboys, and others were winning races. 

Words to think about and discuss:
These are words which can be used to start discussion and further the knowledge of the students.  The words are in the order which they appear in the Legend of Steel Dust. 

An ideal way to use these words would be to compare them to their own lives.  For example: Who are your heroes? Who deserves to be a hero? What makes a hero?  

If a map is available, pointing out where you live, where Dallas is, and where Illinois is would be an easy way to familiarize them with where the story takes place and where they are. 

Hero- Someone who is courageous, strong, and has earned respect and can

              be looked up to. 
Legend- A story from the past.
Colt-A young, male horse.
Texas- shown on map
Illinois- shown on map
Ten Mile Creek- shown on map
Stallion- Male horse who has fathered a foal
Foal- Baby horse

Sprinter-Fast runner at short distances.
Match Race- A race between two horses
Sire- Stallion
Filly- a young, female horse under the age of 4

Mare-a female horse over four years of age that can mother a foal

Window Activity-The importance of learning about history:
When you think of Steel Dust, what color comes to mind? Gray? Silver?

That is because of our frame of reference.  Our “frame of reference” is the way we look at the world today.  The things we have experienced and learned about are like the window frame we use to look through into the world.  Our experience in the 1990’s, tells us that Steel Dust would probably be silver or gray.

If you lived in the 1850’s, during the time when Steel Dust was alive, you would be familiar with something called “steel dust”.  It was a rusty, red color.  Some people put it in a little pouch and carried it for a symbol of good luck.  

The people in the 1850’s would know that a horse named Steel Dust would probably be a bay horse, which is that rusty, red color.  His name meant Good Luck!

If we learn history- which we just did - our frame of reference changes, doesn’t it?  Learning about history is much like looking through a window. There is a lot to see!

Have students look through their “window” and draw and color their idea of what Steel Dust looks like within his surrounding today.  Encourage students to draw Steel Dust within a scene.  Useful suggestions for students may be in a match race scene, working, or relaxing in the barn at the end of the day. 

A good topic to discuss about history and legends may be that this is the typical way which legends begin.
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Name: _______________________________
