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EDITOR'S INTRODUCTION.
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Victor Marion Rose (1842-1893), the author of "The Texas Vendetta; Or The Sutton-Taylor Feud: The Deadliest Blood Feud In Texas," was an editor, lawyer, poet, and Texas historian born in Victoria Texas. He was the third in a large family of twelve children. His family background greatly influenced his interest in history. A great grandfather, John served in the Continental army and subsequently married Mary Washington who was a niece of George Washington, the first president of the United States. One of his grandfathers was with General Andrew Jackson at the pivotal battle of New Orleans, where he commanded a company. His father was Chief Justice of Victoria County, a member of the first Texas Legislature, and a member of the Texas Secession Convention. Rose grew up on a large plantation in Victoria County and attended Rutersville College in Fayette County and Centenary College in Louisiana.

When Texas seceded, Rose joined the Third Texas Cavalry as a member of Company A. This unit was known as the "Texas Hunters" and was commanded by Colonel Elkanah Green. The Third Texas Cavalry regiment was attached first to the overall command of the legendary Texas frontiersman and Indian fighter, Ben McCulloch, and later to Ross' Texas Brigade. (See list of "Additional E-books for Interested Readers" at the end of this book for details on our E-book title "Ross' Texas Brigade".) While engaged in the Civil War in various campaigns as a member of Ross' Texas Brigade, Rose was wounded at least three times, once severely. Ultimately captured and imprisoned at the notorious POW camp at Chase, Ohio where he almost died of starvation. He was released in 1865, at the end of hostilities, and recovered his health at Vicksburg, Mississippi.

When he returned to Texas in the spring of 1866, Rose married Julia Hardy. They soon had a daughter, but tragedy struck in the autumn of 1867 in the form of an epidemic of Yellow Fever which killed both Rose's wife and his child, and nearly killing him into the bargain.

During this same period, the family plantation, Forest Grove, was confiscated by the "Reconstruction" forces that were the prime instigators in the Sutton-Taylor Feud that Rose so ably lays out in this book. The strong-willed Rose henceforth committed himself to work. He became co-editor and publisher of the Victoria Advocate. He later moved to Laredo, Texas and became editor of the Laredo Times as well as writing poetry and Texas history. Rose is most widely known as a Texas historian publishing The Texas Vendetta; Or, The Sutton-Taylor Feud (1880); Ross' Texas Brigade (1881); Some Historical Facts in Regard to the Settlement of Victoria, Texas: Its Progress and Present Status (1883), and The Life and Services of General Ben McCulloch (1888). In 1891, Rose left Laredo, Texas for Rains County, where he edited the Emory Star and subsequently died of pneumonia on February 5, 1893. He left an unpublished manuscript on the life of Ben McCulloch's brother Henry, as well as several short stories.

As noted above, Rose knew first hand of the opportunities for thievery created by the "Reconstruction Laws" enacted after the surrender of the Southern armies in 1865. The assassination of President Lincoln by John Wilkes Booth, an admitted southern partisan, removed the one man who might have made Reconstruction lenient by his compassion and political foresight. Instead, the Republican radicals in Congress led by Thaddeus Stevens in the House and Charles Sumner in the Senate held sway. Stevens and Sumner were determined to punish the rebel states for their rebellion for both political agendas, and to foster Sumner's personal grudge dating back to the 1850s when South Carolina's Representative Preston Brooks beat Sumner with a cane after Sumner made an anti Slavery speech in the Senate. The harsh Reconstruction Acts attracted all sorts of men to the occupied South, none of them with the slightest intention of making their fortunes honestly by dint of hard work.

These "Scalawags"——usually people from other parts of the South who went to profit from Reconstruction where they were not known to be southerners, and "Carpetbaggers," men who came from the North to pick the bones of the South——flooded into the defeated South to "steal and rule" using the guise of the Reconstruction Acts and backed by Union army bayonets.

In The Texas Vendetta; Or, The Sutton-Taylor Feud, Rose paints a vivid picture of the collision of the indigenous defiant southerner——the Taylors——and the Scalawag/Carpetbagger power structure——the Sutton faction——created by the Reconstruction Laws.

Like the famous Hatfield-McCoy feud, which some maintain began over a lost court case involving a dispute over a pig, Texas' bloodiest feud's actual roots are not accurately known. Some of the folk-tales that have sprung up around it say the feud began when Creed Taylor hanged a local Union man who refused to grind corn for Confederate wives. In the hard times of want that then existed in Texas, this refusal to grind corn——if true——was tantamount to extreme cruelty. Other reasons put forward at the time claim it was over unbranded cattle; starting when one of the Taylor's stole cattle from a local widow and William Sutton a Reconstruction law official took her cause as his own. Still another theory maintains that Creed Taylor's son Phillip Dubois Taylor, who was known locally as Do'boy, was drinking in a Mason County saloon on November 14, 1867. Do'boy's brother, Hays Taylor, was outside the saloon reading a newspaper when a squad of U.S. soldiers passed by. One of the squad reportedly stopped and grabbed Hays Taylor's hat brim, jerked it up and said, "What do you find so interesting, you damned rebel?" At first Hays merely resumed reading, but then the soldier pushed the hat down over his eyes. Hays promptly shot the man through the heart and then for good measure, shot a sergeant who intervened. The result was that a reward was posted for both Hays and Do'boy.
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JOHN WESLEY HARDIN.
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In March 1868, William Sutton, who was a deputy sheriff and therefore a part of the Reconstruction establishment, led a posse from Clinton, Texas in pursuit of a gang of horse thieves. Sutton and his posse caught up with the alleged thieves on the street in Bastrop, Texas where he killed one of the men who went by the name of Charley Taylor. It is not clear if this man was one of the Taylor family for whom the feud is named. At the time, Sutton captured a second alleged horse thief named James Sharp. Sharp was shot and killed on the return journey to Clinton as he was "trying to escape." From there, the feud escalated, seeming to take on a life of its own.

William Sutton, his brother James, their allies, along with the military and civil Reconstruction authorities that ruled Texas after the war were on one side. While former "Lost Cause" Confederates Creed and Pitkin Taylor, their sons and friends, were on the other. The Sutton group was generally aligned with the legally constituted establishment, while the Taylors and their supporters were aligned with the lawless faction. However, this description is one of semantics as both sides resorted to violence and were extremely treacherous, using ambush, assassination and execution at every opportunity.

As the violence grew and the death toll rose, other factions of Texans with a real or imagined grudges joined one side or the other. One of these was the famous gunslinger John Wesley Hardin. Hardin, known as a man so mean that he shot and killed a man for snoring, was notorious for his violent temper and for his unabashed support for anyone or anything Confederate.

A Sutton ally, Sheriff Jack Helm, acting under the protection of the military authorities, reportedly killed 21 men "attempting to escape" in July and August 1869 alone! Sheriff Helms during his reign of death and terror killed Taylor allies John and Crockett Choate. In 1873 in revenge, Jack Helm was shot to death in a blacksmith shop by Wes Hardin and Jim Taylor. The Sutton faction then evened the score by lynching three of the Taylors, Kute Tuggle, Jim White, and Scrap Taylor. They, along with another group of cowboys, had engaged to take a herd of cattle for John Wesley Hardin to the Kansas railhead. On trumped up charges of cattle theft, they were arrested and brought back to Clinton for trial. Probably due to the weakness of the charges and lack of evidence on the night of June 20, 1874, they were taken out of the courthouse and hanged.

And so it went, each side exacting revenge killings in "payback" for the revenge killings of the other side. All-in-all, the monumental Sutton-Taylor feud lasted for more than a decade. Many widows were created as well as fatherless children. The actual total numbers are untold as there can be no accurate tally since some of the many killings were feud related but others were committed using the feud as a "good," not "real" reason. Estimates put the final death tally at over 200. When the feud finally petered out after January 187——as both sides began to run out of live participants——William Sutton and several of his allies were dead. James Sutton, with an instinct for self-preservation, escaped by moving to West Texas. On the Taylor side, Hays, Pitkin, several sons, sons-in-law, cousins and nephews, were killed. Of the major Taylor players, only Creed Taylor, the old Texian who had ridden with the legendary frontiersman and Texas Ranger, Jack Hays and had named his first son Jack Hays Taylor, was left alive. Creed Taylor went on to live to be more than 100 years old and died in his bed on December 27, 1906.

Victor Rose gives the complete history of this fascinating piece of Texas history from its inception to its finish. He worked from the original sources of the records of the time, talked to the persons who witnessed or were involved in the events, as well as his own observations of the conditions of Texas society at this period. He paints a picture both fascinating and disturbing of a period in Texas history when the devastation of the aftermath of war was used by calculating men for their own aggrandizement.

A worthwhile tale with an important warning to future generations.

Ann and Harry Polizz, editors

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Texas Vendetta.

CHAPTER I.
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"While of ten thousand herds there strays

But one along yon river's maze.

The Gael, of plain and river heir,

Shall, with strong hand, redeem his share."

FOURTEEN long and weary years have passed away since the terrible "Taylor-Sutton Feud" originated in De Witt County, Texas. Fourteen years ago, with the extinction of one life, a cloud "no larger than a man's hand" arose above the horizon of our political sky, already surcharged with the latent elements of a storm that was destined to sweep West Texas with a breath more potent for destruction than the besom of war itself.

The little cloud grew like Jonah's Vine, as precious lives were added to replenish the fast-consuming fuel that fed the flame, until a heavy pall, portending evil to all who dared to dispel its lowering gloom, hung suspended over West Texas, with a tenure as brittle as the sword of Damocles.

Originating as a family feud, its direful proportions were evolved from the pernicious enforcement of the cruel "Reconstruction Acts" of Congress.

Raging fiercely at times, as officers of the law, and custodians of the peace and dignity of the State, "winked" at the deeds perpetrated when vengeance found vent in the hasty council whose mildest decree was proscription, and who, had not God set a bound to the latitude of man's revenge, would not have rested satisfied with the execution of the supreme penalty——Death. At other times smoldering almost to extinction, when the demands of the roused people awoke timid and corrupt officials to a lingering sense of duty, and sporadic efforts were made to suppress the evil and vindicate the majesty of insulted law.

As is the caae always in matters of this nature, every man summarily "got away with"——which in the provincial vocabulary meant assassination——or ostracized, recruited the ranks constantly thinned by the messengers of Fate, from the peaceful community——friends of the victim——determined to avenge his loss, and who previously had kept aloof from the affair; and by this species of recruiting a deadly feud, that was originally confined to a few individuals of one county, has spread until a vast section of country and many hundreds of good men have been involuntarily involved in the ghastly Saturnalia, from whose destructive orgies, admittance having once been gained, retreat is impossible.
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