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want to.”

The passion for ranching, for making a living from the land, is
perhaps somewhat innate for him, as the Roeder family of Gillespie County
has been making a living from the land now for four generations. And
though he doesn’t dismiss the importance of passion, for Billy it’s always
been more about the “want-to” and he’s had plenty of want-to when it
comes to ranching.

“To me, a want-to in a person is everything,” Roeder says. “You
don’t necessarily have to be good at something; you’ve just got to want to
doit.” '

In all his years, the only time Roeder has ever lived away from the
family ranch was when he was in the first grade. His parents enrolled him in
school at St. Mary’s in Fredericksburg so he could get the necessary
instruction to make his first Holy Communion. He hated living in town, but
thankfully he got to come home at the end of the school year, and he’s been
living at the ranch ever since.

Billy’s grandfather, William Roeder (they called him Willy), bought
the first parcel of family land in Gillespie County in 1895. He paid a dollar
an acre for 500 acres. Billy still has his grandfather’s original yellow tablet
in which he documented all of his payments.

His great-great grandfather, Jacob Roeder, was among the first 150
settlers who came to the area in 1846. They landed at Indianola and from
there went to New Braunfels, where they stayed the first winter. They
settled at what became known as Fredericksburg the following spring.

The group that immigrated to America came from the same general
vicinity in Germany. In the group there were carpenters, wheelwrights,
doctors, stone masons, merchants, and farmers. Jacob Roeder was a farmer.

When the Germans arrived in the area, they signed a treaty with the
Indians in which both parties agreed to live peacefully and in harmony. It
was the only treaty, Roeder says, signed by the Indians and white man that
was never broken, and it’s a treaty that’s still in place today.

“When they have the powwow on Founders’ Day, descendants from
both sides participate,” Roeder says.

Jump forward to the second and third generation. Willy’s father,
Jacob Jr., died when Willy was just 13, and being the eldest child it fell
upon him to find work to help support the family. That job came from
Morriss Ranch, a large horse operation just up the road from the Roeder
homeplace. Morriss Ranch was owned by the same people who owned the
Belmont racetrack in New York. They trained the horses here and then
shipped them by rail to New York. Willy worked as a stable boy, and then
as he gained experience he worked with the horses as well.
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Back then Morriss Ranch was a booming little town with a post
office, hotel, school, a church and the racetrack. In fact, early on there was
some discussion about whether Morriss Ranch or Fredericksburg would be
the county seat. The latter won on that particular issue, but Morriss Ranch
some years later managed its own claim to fame. World renowned horse
trainer Max Hirsch, who won the Triple Crown with Assault, was a
Fredericksburg native who started his career at Morriss Ranch.

When Willy Roeder bought those first 500 acres, everything was
still open range. They began fencing the ranch sometime in the 1920s after
citizens passed the “hog law” requiring landowners to fence in their
livestock. Fencing back then, Billy notes, was by no means a simple task.

“If they built 100 yards a day it was a good day,” Roeder says, “but
back then time didn’t mean anything. They had nowhere to be, no place to
go. They were just trying to survive.”

In those days the only traveling they really did was to go into town
once a week for supplies and to attend church services. During that era
many families typically had what they called “Sunday houses” in town.
They would leave the farm or ranch on Friday, do their shopping on
Saturday, go to church on Sunday and then make the trek back home late
that afternoon.

- Roeder says his grandfather never strayed from this tradition the
whole time he was alive. Today the Gillespie County historical society is
located in the old Roeder family Sunday house.

Billy says his grandfather was a forward thinker. He was one of the
first registered Hereford breeders in Gillespie County, and the family has in
their possession ribbons from the county fair that date back to 1901 and
1902.

He also brought rams in from Ohio.

“They were big, wrinkly Delaines,” Billy says, “but back then all
they cared about was the wool.”

Though the family has always run a diversified operation, back then
the sheep were really their mainstay. In their heyday they had about 2000
head running on about 3000 acres. Wool, not lamb, he reiterates, was the
primary commodity, so they typically ran lots of wethers.

The family got out of the registered Hereford business in the 1940s,
but they’ve always kept a small herd of cows on the place.

“This is really better sheep and goat country,” Roeder admits, “but
we run enough cattle here to keep the tall grass down.”

White Oak Creek and Spanish Oak Creek come together on the
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Roeder place. White Oak Creek runs through the middle of the ranch for
about two miles, and right along the river they have about 100 acres of
farmland. Back then, farming took up a lot of their time.

“When you get behind a horse with just one plow or one disk, well,
as my dad used to say, “We were plowing and planting something all the
time.’”

When Billy got out of high school and took over the farm he made
do with an old Minneapolis Moline tractor.

“I did the farming after I got off work and after I’d tended to all the
other chores,” he says, “but by then it would be dark. That old tractor didn’t
have any lights, so I used my headlight that I used for coon hunting. I°d sit
on that tractor and plow with that headlight. In today’s world you wouldn’t
even think about doing such a thing, but hell, it worked good. I could see
everywhere I looked.”

Born in 1942, Billy was the middle child of three. His baby sister,
however, died of spinal meningitis at the age of two. Billy and his older
brother had the run of the place. They were typical country boys growing up
in an era when simple things in life like hunting and fishing and swimming
were their primary entertainment.

“We were nothing but snot-nosed kids ... we didn’t know how lucky
we really were,” he admits.

Much to his relief, Billy only had to spend that first school year in
town. After that he attended the one-room school at White Oak, which was
just a short two or so miles down their country road. He rode his horse to
school every morning, and though he never was terribly fond of school,
Billy says he never once snuck off but rather showed up for his lessons
every day.

- The only real trouble he got into that year was when he failed to
recite his lines during the Christmas program.

“I still remember the lines — ‘I'm just a little boy and I haven’t
much to say, but I’ll smile and wish you a Merry Christmas day.” For some
reason, though, when it was my turn I wouldn’t say them, and I knew the
lines. To this day I don’t know why I wouldn’t say them. And yes, I got in
trouble for it,” he recalls.

The following year the little country school consolidated with
Morriss Ranch School. Billy finished his schooling through the eighth grade
at Morriss Ranch and then attended high school in Fredericksburg.

Even though he was “just a big ol’ kid,” Roeder distinctly recalls
how tough it was during the 1950s drouth.
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“We didn’t have any grass. We chopped trees down just to have
something to feed the sheep, and that was before chainsaws,” he reminds.
“Everyone thought the ‘80s were just as bad as the ‘50s. Hell, it wasn’t even
close to the 50s.”

During those days he rode pastures on the weekends with his
granddad, doctoring screwworms. It was on these occasions that his
granddad had time to share with him stories of how it used to be and of the
people and the land he loved. He recalls the story his granddad told about
the time he was out riding and met up with an Indian passing through the
ranch.

“They were about 200 yards apart,” Billy relates. “My grandfather
said they never made eye contact, but I’'m sure they were both looking at
each other. My granddad said he never looked back after he passed and he
never saw another Indian his whole life.”

Billy’s father was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease when Billy
was in high school, so much of the day to day responsibilities fell on his
shoulders.

“It grows you up pretty quick,” he says.

By then, though, the ranch had been split in four ways. All Billy had
ever wanted to do was run the family ranch, but he knew to survive he’d
have to have secondary income. He took a job with a lumber company right
out of high school. A year or two later he went to work for Texaco, and
after he married they bought a gas distributorship. He had service stations in
Johnson City, Comfort, Fredericksburg, Waring and Harper, and wife Betty
kept all the books. They finally sold that business in 1987.

Hunting has always been a favorite pastime of Roeder’s. When he
was a kid, they coon hunted a lot, but it wasn’t just for enjoyment. Back
then a raccoon skin fetched a good price, especially for a kid who just
wanted some spending money.

“We’d go to the cellar and get us some homemade wine and some
sausage before we set out,” Billy recalls. “Then we’d stop and build a fire at
10, 11 at night and drink a little wine and have some of that sausage.”

As a young man, he and several of his local buddies typically made
time for an annual hunting trip to West Texas. They used to hunt at Boyd
Clayton’s place at Fort Stockton, the Rocker B and at Ernest Woodward’s
ranch at McCamey, to name a few.

“We really did our best hunting at the Girvin social club,” Roeder
says.

Not only has the Roeder family always enjoyed hunting themselves,
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but they’ve also always enjoyed having hunters come to their ranch. Billy’s
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grandfather started with hunters back when Billy was only in the third or
fourth grade. Those first hunters paid $5 a day and typically would stay a
week or so.

Today the hunting income accounts for a substantial portion of their
bottom line. They have three sets of hunters on the home place and another
set that hunts their place on the other side of Fredericksburg. One set of
hunters has been coming to the ranch for 48 years, three generations” worth.

Because the ranch is not high fenced, they depend on their hunters
and friends to help them manage the population. It’s a good system and it
works well, in part, because over the years all of the hunters have become
friends. Every year on the Friday before hunting season, all of the hunters
gather at the ranch for a fun-filled evening with domino tournaments and
buck pots topped off with good food and plenty of beverages. One of the
four groups is responsible for cooking the meal.

“It works well because they all get to know each other and they
respect each other. They know that if an eight-point buck jumps the fence
that it won’t get shot because they all have the same goals in mind,” Billy
notes. ,

The Roeder family has always participated and done well on the
livestock show circuit. Billy’s father and grandfather showed registered
Herefords and Billy showed steers and sheep.

When Billy and Betty’s three boys were old enough, they chose to
show registered Hampshires. That was in part because at the time Billy was
in the hog business in a fairly substantial way. He had as many as 70 to 80
sows plus a feedlot. He ran the feedlot for about 15 years. When the packing
houses in San Antonio shut down and the hogs had to be shipped to
California for processing, Billy decided it was time to get out of that
business.

Billy also raised registered Rambouillets and sold quite a few show
lambs as well, and Brad, the youngest of the three, showed lambs as well as

pigs.

After the loss of the wool incentive, Roeder understood that big
changes were ahead for those in the sheep and goat business, and when the
first Boer goats arrived on U.S. soil, Roeder was enthusiastic about their
possibilities.

“I like something different,” Billy admits. “The ostriches surely
didn’t excite me, but the Boer goats seemed to have a purpose. We had
Spanish goats all my life, but there wasn’t any potential for them to get a lot
better,” he insists. “The Boer goat had the capability of producing more
meat, of putting on more pounds, and today we still get paid by the pound
unless you’re selling breeding stock.”
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Boer goat breeders, he says, have made tremendous improvements
to the animal since it arrived in the States.

“We took what we could get from South Africa. They had a perfect
animal for what they needed — typically a commercial type animal that was
suited to the more desert type country. They liked a big front end and a lot
of hide. What we wanted, what we needed, was the muscle.”

Their goal, as Billy explains it, has always been to improve as much
as their pocketbook would allow. When they first started in the business,
they tried to buy a couple of fairly good billies at a cheaper price.

“It didn’t take us but about a year to get that out of our head,” Billy
says. “We learned right quick that we were better off with one good one
than three mediocre ones. This year we bought probably the best billy
we’ve ever had on the place.

“We know there will always be someone out there that’s better,” he
continues, “but we don’t worry about it. We worry about ourselves and
what we can handle, and from that perspective we try to make our operation
as good as it can be.”

Billy had a goal, a dream, to one day get most of the original
homestead put back together, and he and Betty worked for well over 30
years to get it done.

“I didn’t know if we would ever get the whole place put back
together, but we kept working at it. Some people think you can accomplish
your dream in a month, but a dream takes a lifetime,” he points out. “That’s
when it means something.”

Today Brian, Brent and Brad operate the ranch as a limited liability
corporation. Brian is the mechanic, the electrician, the plumber, as his dad
puts it, “The one who keeps things running so we can keep working.” Brad
and his wife Tiffany and their two year-old daughter, Brylie, live just up the
road on Brad’s great-grandmother’s home place. Brad handles the livestock
side of the business.

Brent and his wife Tracie and their two children live on a place just
northwest of Great Falls, Montana. Betty sold some farmland a couple of
years ago and did a 1031 exchange to buy the Montana property. Brent
works for Montana Wool Growers and works with Extension as well. Tracie
is the executive secretary for the Targhee Association. They run a registered
herd of Targhee sheep.

On their place in Gillespie County, the Roeders run mostly a
commercial operation of about 250 hair sheep and 150 or so head of Boer
goats. The main enterprise, the main product they sale off the ranch,
however, is a show goat wether.
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“Our goal is to raise as many Boer goat wethers as we can,” Brad
says.

They grow their nannies out on pasture with little to no extra inputs.

“We want a nanny that can get out and make it on her own, that will
raise at least one kid without any help and on minimal feed,” Brad says.

Betty particularly enjoys working with the Boer goats, and because
of that she handles a good deal of the kidding. The nannies kid out on the
fields, and every kid is tagged the same day it’s born, which is essential in
helping them keep everything paired up. They keep good individual animal
records, which helps particularly with the culling process. If a nanny has a
bad bag, turns out to be a bad mother or if she simply doesn’t raise a kid,
she’s easily identified and culled. They typically wean a 170 to 180 percent
kid crop.

They market their best 40 show wethers through four special show
wether sales. The remaining 60 or so wethers are sold private treaty at the
ranch.

From their parents the Roeder boys learned many valuable lessons.
Billy proudly points out that they can all cook.

“They may not make any pies, but they darn sure can cook supper,”
he says.

More significantly, they taught them the importance of hard work.

“I never grew up with much money, but I’ve always loved to work,”
Billy says. “That’s what I’ve tried to share with my boys.”

Another bit of wisdom he’s shared with his boys is that the road to
success in ranching is rarely, if ever, a paved road, but rather one that is
constantly under construction.

“You’ve got to keep working at it, and you must have lots of
patience.”

Roeder has long been an industry leader. He helped get the predator
board started and was one of the original board members. He’s also a leader
in his community, volunteering for everything from the chamber of
commerce to general manager of pari-mutuel wagering at the
Fredericksburg County fair. He’s been a county commissioner since 1990.

The boom in Gillespie County, he says, started about 20 years ago.
It wasn’t something that community leaders really promoted. Rather, it just
kind of happened.



For Billy Roeder, Ranching Way Of Life Is Better Than Medicine Page 9 of 11

1N2NIINNQ

“Fredericksburg used to be a sleepy little town with big wide Main
Street and mom and pop stores and service stations. It was like we woke up
one morning and things had changed,” Roeder says.

Admittedly, there are mixed emotions about the changes,
particularly from those who have lived their whole lives in this German-
based community, but as a county commissioner, Roeder appreciates the
benefits such growth bring to the community.

“If we didn’t have progress, we’d still be plowing with mules,” he
points out. “We collect half a percent sales tax, which amounts to over $1.5
million annually. That’s money that we would otherwise have to pull out of
our own pockets,” he notes. “It goes into the general budget that offsets
some of our taxes. The city gets one percent of the proceeds and the county
gets a half percent.”

Between his two full-time jobs and his volunteer work, Billy doesn’t
have much time for hobbies. However, a couple of years ago he decided he
wanted to build a replica of an old log cabin. It was something he always
wanted to do.

Everything that went into the cabin came from some old original
building, many of which had ties to his family or off the ranch itself. He
learned how to mix the mortar from Clayton Knopp, who Roeder says was
probably the best mason at one time in the entire county.

“T’ve always been told that I’ve never built anything straight in my
life,” Roeder says. “It’s probably true, because all the sheds I built around
here, well, the tin always hung off more on one side than the other, but I just
cut it off. I never had a sheep or goat that went under that shed when it was
raining or cold that walked out and said, ‘I ain’t going to get under here
because it’s crooked,’” he noted.

The plan, which was just in his head, never on paper, though
sometimes in the dirt, more or less evolved as the logs were laid and the
mortar packed on.

“Betty was always offering suggestions, but I already had it in my
head what I wanted to do, so we had to have a truce. I was to build it and
then she could decorate it however she saw fit, and that’s pretty much how
it went.”

The first log cabin they built turned out better than expected. Two
years later they built another, along with an entertainment hall equipped
with a bar made of cherry wood off the ranch. There’s also a pool table, and
once the table is pushed back there’s even been a little spot to scoot a boot.

Roeder says it all came together with help from family and friends,
and for that reason the family is not interested in using their facilities as a
bed and breakfast. Over the years the boys brought their college friends to
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the ranch, they’ve had college wool judging teams, Texas Sheep and
Goat Raisers Association gatherings and various other events. They have an
annual Memorial Day gathering of all the residents who live in the White
Oak community, and once a month the White Oak social club gathers for a
social hour.

“I like for people to come to the ranch. I like to share what I get to
enjoy every day,” he says. “That’s what it’s all about.”

Roeder has never been one to focus on the challenges; rather, he
chooses to find good in everything.

“The drouth we just went through — hell, there was good in it, but
what it was, well, you’ve got to pick it out,” he says. “For example, we got
a lot of fencing done that we couldn’t get done when the water was high.”

Roeder says he’s always looking forward. These days that future is
more about watching from the sidelines as his sons take over the operation
and as they grow and raise their own families.

“Always look ahead,” Billy says. “Don’t ever look back unless you
want to learn from it.”

Another philosophy he’s carried through life and passed on to his
children is his acceptance of change.

“Don’t let anything get you down,” he says.

As an example, he uses the growing problem of live oak wilt in the
hill country.

“We can’t do anything about all the live oak trees that are dying
here. We’ve got to accept it. It’s the good Lord’s doing; it’s His way of
evolution,” Billy says. “There will be something to come in their place, so
don’t get upset about it. Plant another tree and go on with your life.”

And though he embraces change, there are some things that will
never change, like his love of the land and his love of family and friends.
And then there are those old German traditions like making sausage.

“I did it with my kids, and my granddaughtef, Brylie, will be there
one day — girl or no girl — she’ll have a knife in her hand.”

A lot of people influenced Roeder’s life. His grandfather and father,
of course, were big influences, but so was his bachelor uncle on his
mother’s side of the family.

“Uncle Charlie chewed tobacco and I chewed as well, so I’d go over
in the evenings and we’d chew and spit in the fireplace and he’d tell
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stories,” Billy recalls. “To some people that doesn’t mean anything, but to
me it was priceless.

“He was born and raised on this place, and when we’d go out in the
pasture together he’d always find something that he had never seen before.
It amazed me that he was still looking that close at things,” Billy says.
“How he loved this land.

“Now I’m about the same way,” he continues. “I make this same
route every morning about daylight with dogs in the back. It’s better than
dicine. It is; it’s b th dicine,” he concludes
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