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Years ago an old man named Daniel Howitt came into the gorgeous hill-clad Ozarks from Chicago for his health.  His wife had died, his son vanished.  He was given shelter by the kind Matthews family consisting of the father Grant, the warm-hearted wife Molly, and their gigantic son called Young Matt.  
Grant Matthews told Mr. Howitt that Young Matt loved Sammy Lane, a pretty girl who lived farther down in the valley called Mutton Hollow.  Her dad was tough Jim Lane, a nightrider in a vigilante group.  The gang was led by a younger man, a bully called Wash Gibbs.  Besides helping rescue people from criminals they themselves committed some crimes at times and were known as the Baldknobbers.  

Mr. Howlitt was promptly hired to tend the Matthews’ sheep.  He stayed at a cabin at the foot of Dewey Knob, a high hill or mountain in the Ozarks.  Occasionally a boy somewhat addled in mind and called Young Pete would come to his cabin when not wandering the forest to stay a few days and help with the sheep.  In time all the hill people except for the Baldknobbers came to trust him, sometimes asking him  to preach for them when their regular preacher couldn’t come and calling him Dad Howitt as a way of showing respect.
One evening Grant Matthews and Daniel Howitt sat together on a porch talking.  Matthews said that he and his wife Molly had dreamed that one day Young Matt might marry Sammy Lane who was like a sweet daughter, but she was already promised to Ollie Stewart.  He then pointed to a grave beside a tall pine and told  Daniel Howitt that he himself had lost a daughter.  
“What happened?”

“A stranger came from a city, an artist who painted her holding a jug of water by the spring.  She fell in love with him.  He left when summer ended.  She had his child, the boy Young Pete.  The artist didn’t come back.  In fact she got a letter saying his proud daddy would never accept them marrying.  She was only an ignorant hill girl.  She died of heartbreak when the guy didn’t return.  I’d like to kill both him and that dad of his!”
Daniel Howitt, the shepherd of the Ozarks, now knew Grant was speaking of himself and his lost son whom the art world knew as the famous painter Mad Howard.  He kept quiet, not knowing what else to say, and hoped he could do something to show remorse for he indeed had been a man proud of his family name.

Later Sammy Lane asked Daniel Howitt to teach her how to become a right fine lady because Ollie Stewart and gone to be educated in the city but would return to marry and expect her to live in the city with her.  She did not want how she spoke, dressed or acted to embarrass Ollie.

The shepherd said he would get some books and magazines.  That summer and winter he taught her manners and better speech.  Her dad, Jim, enjoyed seeing her learn from the old shepherd and became more mannerly in his own conduct around her.  He told his daughter that when young before he met and married her deceased mother, the Lane family had lived in the South and been very well-bred.  He had left for the Ozarks after some falling out.
Ollie Stewart returned from college for a vacation.  Sammy Lane pushed him away and said he would have to court her again because he wasn’t the same.  She felt that he had become an entirely different man, a city man.  
That night Young Matt was walking on a forest hill when he saw Ollie on a ledge below, a mountain lion about to pounce on him.  He thought about letting the creature kill his rival but remembered the old shepherd had said “a man’s not a real man until he has conquered the beast inside himself.”

He sprang down, pushed Ollie back and challenged the mountain lion to fight him bare-handed.  The beast leapt but instantly a rifle cracked and it fell dead.  

“Who killed it?  Is somebody else here hunting with you, Ollie?”

“No, Young Matt.  Just me.  I was studying Sammy’s cabin down there and wondering why she changed so much.  Just what do you think you’re doing sneaking up on me like that?  I know you’ve got eyes for her, you stupid hillbilly!”

“Hillbilly is it!  Well, I reckon you’d better just get out of here!!”

Ollie left.  Every day he rode about with Sammy trying to re-win her, but his  last vacation day soon came.  They were riding together when she suddenly said, “Let’s race down to the mill!  I see Young Matt, and you told me you hadn’t seen him yet.”

Cringing inside since he hadn’t told her about Matt risking his life to save him, he reluctantly followed her.  At the mill Young Matt had to go back inside, but suddenly a wagon raced up.  The bully Wash Gibbs was in it with another ruffian.

Gibbs got out of the wagon, staggering and obviously drunk, “Why, if it ain’t little Ollie Stewart what looks so pretty like the city slickers!”

“Wash Gibbs,” Sammy shouted, “You’d better quit that!”

“And what if I don’t, honey?  Maybe this pretty little boy of yours would like to do something about it, huh?”

He grabbed for her and she lashed him with her whip.  He flinched then started for her again, even more determined.

Suddenly the giant, Young Matt, spring out of the mill door between them.  “Come on, Gibbs! These hills aren’t big enough for the both of us!”

Gibbs turned pale, suddenly realizing that although he himself was huge, he was no match for his opponent.

“Young Matt, you just back off!  The code of these here hills says no one gets between two men a-fighting!!”

“Looks to me like you’re not fighting a man.  You’re a-fighting Sammy here, and the code also says a man takes up for a woman.”

Meanwhile, at a wink from Gibbs, his crony had slipped off the wagon and was slinking toward Young Matt’s back with a knife in his hand.   Sammy screamed.  The huge young giant whirled, grabbed the man, spun and whirled him back over the wagon.  

Young Matt turned back to Gibbs.  “See, now if I was you, I would take that guy and we’d get while we could.”

Gibbs did.  As the wagon started to leave, though, he turned and said, “I’ll fix you yet, big boy!”

Later there was a night-time dance for the hill people.  Young Matt overheard that the Baldknobbers led by Gibbs were going to hang Mr. Howitt at the sheep ranch.  He took a short-cut through the darkness and told Howitt the outlaws were coming to kill him, then. when they rode up he fought to save the old shepherd’s life.  However, one hit him from behind with a rifle barrel, knocking him unconscious.  

As the Baldknobbers were about to lynch Young Matt and the shepherd, a dark shadow appears through the trees wailing pitifully.  Scared, the gang leapt on their horses and fled.  However, that winter word comes that the area’s bank has been robbed by armed men.
When spring comes, a long drought hits the Ozarks causing many families to leave.   Grant Matthews sadly tells the old shepherd to plan on leaving because the sheep are starving, too skinny to even sell, and the Matthews, like the Lanes, are also going to have to leave.   After he has gone, the shepherd prays to God, sad about having to leave the beautiful hills.  The next day he finds a letter and a bag.  The letter says, “Use this gold.  It’s good.” 
He is scared the gold might be part of the missing bank money.  However, Young Pete, says, “It’s from God.  The light creatures and the night shadows told me.  It’s okay.  Use it.”

The shepherd gives the money away to the Matthews and Lanes.  They are able to stay in the Ozarks.  The drought finally breaks, and life seems to resume as usua.
Then Young Pete tells Sammy that one night he had seen Young Matt save Ollie Stewart’s life from a mountain lion.  Now she knows Matt has saved him twice and yet he never acknowledged it.  She tells her father she intends to stay in the hills and not marry Stewart.  She would prefer he stopped riding with Wash Gibbs and be friends with Young Matt instead.

Jim Lane says he has ridden with Wash Gibbs because when Gibbs’ father was alive he had ridden with him too, and it is out of respect for memory of the father.  He also tells her that, however now, her words have given him the strength to do what he needs to do.  He tells her to go visit with a neighbor girl because Gibbs will be coming and he plans to cut their ties.
After Sammy has ridden some distance from their cabin, it grows dark and a sudden rainstorm strikes.   She shelters behind some boulders and overhears a large group of men talking, saying they plan to catch the Baldknobbers gang which had robbed the bank.  Scared that her father might be killed, she quietly leaves during the storm then races back down the hill to warn her father.  

At the cabin she ties up her pony then approaches.  The windows are covered with blankets but she peeps through a hole in a wall, able to hear and see her father inside facing the other Baldknobbers.

“You men all know I been loyal.  Well, I didn’t know anything about you robbing the bank, but when you gave me the gold I hid it here till tonight.  So now I’m giving you your shares.  I also didn’t know you were lynching people and tried to lynch Young Matt and the shepherd.  We used to work to rescue the people but since Wash Gibbs took over it’s been different, so I’m calling it quits.  You can shoot me if you want but I’d rather be with the good folks of these hills.”

He turned his back on them although slipping a hand to a hole in his shirt the better to seize a revolver he kept there.  Suddenly a shot rang out and Sammy fainted.  When she came to, Young Matt and the old shepherd were before her.

“What, what happened?”

Matt spoke, “A posse killed the Baldknobber, except they said Gibbs and maybe one other man may have gotten away.  Gibbs shot your daddy.”

The old shepherd frowned, “Your daddy’s been laid out and we’re making a coffin for him.  Can you be strong now, Sammy?”
“I believe it was best this way for Daddy Jim.  If he’d lived they would have put him in prison and he would have rotted there without me.”

When the coffin was finished, the hill people gathered for the funeral.   They asked Dad Howitt preach then each departed for home.   The Matthews family took in Sammy Lane to stay as their own daughter.   One day Young Pete led the Matthews and shepherd to where some vultures were soaring, and they found the remaining skeleton of Wash Gibbs.  Justice had been served.

Then before long another stranger came into the Ozarks.   He was a medical doctor with a beard, and his name was David Coughlin.   He had come down from Chicago to find Daniel Howitt, his friend and patient, whom he said had been a world famous preacher.

The two old friends rejoiced to meet again.  Then that evening in the shepherd’s cabin Young Pete suddenly came and said they needed to go with him.   There was a wounded man. 
They followed the odd-seeming boy up Dewey Knob to a long-abandoned cellar then down inside it.  He pushed aside some vines then took them inside a huge cavern and led them to a room where a man lay wounded in a bed.  It was the shepherd’s long missing son, the famous artist Mad Howard, who was dying.   On the wall beside his bed hung his most famous painting, the one of a woman holding a jug beside a well.  He said he had been in the forest watching when the posse captured the Baldknobbers and had been accidentally shot.  He had also been the person in the shadows who had intervened to save his father and Young Matt.  He wanted to see Grant Matthews before dying.
The shepherd  went to the Matthews’ cabin and confessed.  Although upset and still angry, Grant and Mollie Matthews agreed to accompany him back to the dying man.  There Howard said that he had loved their daughter and come back for her, but she had already passed away.  He had found the cave and stayed in the Ozarks to help Young Pete and tried to find ways to help the Matthews.   Then Mad Howard the artist son of the Shepherd of the Ozarks passed away.

The Matthews forgave the man, and the old shepherd stayed on with them, while his friend Dr. Coughlin returned to Chicago promising to never tell the news reporters there that he had found the famous man who instead preferred being an humble shepherd preacher in the Ozarks.  Presently Sammy and Young Matt married.  Later Young Pete passed away.  So did Dr. Coughlin.  Years came and went, and the news media never learned where the famous minister had gone, leaving him safe in the land that had become his own.  

Then one day the old Shepherd of the Ozarks was out with his sheep when he spotted an artist painting the beautiful hills.  He invited the young man to the huge well-built home of Matt and Sammy Matthews.  It had many evidences of culture including a piano and a room full of books which Young Matt had learned to read.   The artist stayed then left but was invited to return the next summer.
“How’s the shepherd doing?”

“Dad passed on after the government surveyors came.  He sleeps up yonder.”  She pointed toward Dewey Knob.

Then they unveiled a huge painting. The artist exclaimed, "Mad Howard's lost masterpiece!  How..... where did you find it?"  And they told him this story.
The End
