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Introduction


Ok, I’ll admit it, this book was inspired by a television program. It was not, however, just any old program; it was NBC’s popular series “Unsolved Mysteries,” hosted by Mr. Robert Stack.


As one who is usually highly critical of television programs, especially the ones that are poorly written or about stupid subjects, I find “Unsolved Mysteries” a pleasant change of pace. For my money, the show is the essence of what television ought to be all about. The program is interesting, well written, entertaining, and the material presented provides a valuable service to mankind. And no, I was not paid to say that, I am not related to Mr. Stack or John Cosgrove the producer, and I do not own stock in NBC. I simply think the program is excellent.


In case you are one of the few who haven’t yet tuned in to the show, the format is simple. Each week as many as four unsolved mysteries are presented in capsule form, often featuring a recreation of the events using the actual people who experienced whatever adventure is being chronicled. The subject matter may be escaped criminals, unsolved crimes, lost loved ones, missing persons, UFOs, or even buried treasure. In all cases, viewers with information are invited to call a special 800 number.


Not only is the program entertaining, but it is also helping to solve many of the mysteries presented. There have been numerous cases where information provided by the show led to the arrest of criminals or at least to the solution of a crime. It must be a real shock for some escaped criminal, who has gone to great lengths to establish a new identity, to suddenly see his picture on television and know that a lot of people, perhaps including his neighbors, are watching the same program. There have been some cases where a criminal who had been living a comfortable life for a number of years was suddenly arrested, thanks to a tip from a viewer. Other crooks have had to immediately pull up stakes and flee after their pictures were shown to the world.


Helping capture criminals is a beneficial part of the show, but the most valuable service probably comes from helping people find long-lost loved ones who possibly would not otherwise be found. Thanks to the show, many families have been reunited and many more probably will be in the future.


I have been a fan of the program since it first aired three years ago. Sometime during those first years, I noticed that the program occasionally featured stories about Texas or Texans. That ignited a small spark of an idea. It occurred to me that there have, indeed, been many Texas mysteries that remain unsolved and such information might be the fodder for an interesting book. After a little research and some strenuous reading, I became convinced that there was more than enough material for a book. In fact, it became obvious very quickly that one problem would be to decide which mysteries to write about since there were so many.


In considering the project, I talked to a couple of friends who are known to be devout Texans like myself and who are, coincidentally, writers. Yes, those friends said, they did know of some interesting mysteries but no, they wouldn’t just give me the information. They would, however, write the stories and allow me to include them in my collection. For that reason, you will find one story by Kevin Young and one by Charlie Eckhardt. Charlie also assisted on a couple of other stories by providing some valuable information.


Inside this book you will find, I trust, some interesting tales about mysteries that are, as far as is known, unsolved. The subjects range in time from the days when Texas was still part of Mexico, through the days of the Republic and up to the time John Kennedy was killed in Dallas. Some of the stories have never before been published, and even in cases where the tales are old, some new information or at least a new perspective is included. A number of the photographs have never, to our knowledge, been previously published.


The purpose of this book is entertainment — recreational reading if you will — and it is not intended to be serious history. For that reason, cumbersome, often distracting footnotes were omitted. However, an extensive list of all sources used is included so anyone interested in doing so can retrace the tracks of the authors in most cases. In some instances, the material was obtained through first person interviews and thus even the authors could not verify the information. In such cases, which are clearly indicated, you are encouraged to make up your own mind about whether to accept the information as fact or fiction. In most instances, the name of the person providing the information was included. On the other hand, while perhaps frustrating to potential readers, if the person providing information requested anonymity, that request was dutifully honored.


There is another purpose for this book. Since all the subjects are unsolved mysteries, there is the possibility that someone, somewhere may have information relating to one or more of the stories. If you happen to fall into that category and have information, photographs, etc., the authors are most interested in hearing from you. We do not suppose to have anything like the impact of the television show, so we’ll be elated if any new information is brought to light because of our efforts. Please write to the authors care of Wordware Publishing, Inc., 1506 Capital Avenue, Piano, Texas 75074. We’ll get back to you as soon as possible.


Wallace O. Chariton


Postscript
The original edition of this book contained a most unfortunate mistake. In the chapter “The Pool of Vanishing Blood” former Dallas Morning News reporter Mr. Hugh Aynesworth was listed as deceased and his name was misspelled. Although two separate sources confirmed both the supposed death and the spelling, the information was incorrect. When Mr. Kent Biffle, currently of the Dallas Morning News, pointed out the errors in one of his columns, I immediately contacted Mr. Aynesworth and offered my apologies, which he graciously accepted. I promised to bring him back to life in the next edition and it has been done.




This book is about certain unsolved mysteries that occurred in the state of Texas. The names, places, dates, and events are all real. Whenever possible, accounts from actual participants were used as supporting evidence. What you are about to read is not historical fiction.





The Best Mystery in Texas


by Wallace O. Chariton


In 1883, Robert E. Ellison and his wife were moving some cattle between Marfa and Alpine in far West Texas. Just before sundown one evening, the couple stopped their wagon on a flat mesa that looked like a perfect place to camp for the night. While his wife unpacked, Ellison tended to the horses and rounded up some wood for a cook fire. The couple planned a quiet evening after a hard day’s ride but the plans changed. Instead, the rancher became an early witness to one of the longest running, hardest to explain Texas mysteries of all time.


As Ellison prepared to build his fire, he noticed that some strange lights had suddenly appeared across a valley in the Chinati Mountains. The lights seemed to come and go as if moving. First there was one light, then three, and then two. The sight of unexpected lights alarmed Ellison who immediately assumed the Apaches were on the move and perhaps headed in his direction. He spent the rest of that night sleeping in the dark with one eye open and one hand on his trusty Winchester.


Not long after the Ellison incident, a surveyor named Williams, the grandfather of 1990 Texas gubernatorial candidate Clayton Williams, was working in the mountainous area around Marfa and saw the strange lights. He later recorded in his personal journal that the Indians of the region believed the lights to be the spirit of dead Apache chief Alsate. Ranchers in the 1890s saw the lights and assumed they were Apache campfires but were amazed and bewildered when the area was checked the next day and no sign of any fire could be found.


The Ellison and Williams reports are the earliest known recorded sightings of the mystery lights but it is generally believed that Indians in the area had seen illuminated spirits dancing in the desert for many years before the white man arrived. Some people believe the lights may have been flickering in that portion of Texas for hundreds, even thousands of years or possibly since the beginning of time. No matter how long they have been there, as the old saying goes, the only thing that is certain about the famous Marfa lights is that nothing is certain.


Marfa’s mysterious lights are almost as hard to describe as they are to explain. Usually, there are from one to three lights, mostly white in color but often in pastel shades. The lights may appear stationary but usually they have some movement, frequently described as being similar to a fishing cork bobbing up and down in the water of a West Texas stock tank. It is not uncommon for the lights to move fast in any direction and they may even blend together to form a streak of light. Sometimes the lights seem to blink on and off like a light bulb and at other times they fade slowly to blackness and then suddenly brighten up again.


For a lot of years, the mystery lights were largely a West Texas story. Residents of that area grew up with the lights and didn’t pay them much attention. Then, during World War I, some army observers in the area saw the lights and immediately jumped to the conclusion that they were some sort of spotlights set up to guide an invasion force into the United States from the south. The army was wrong, fortunately, but word of the lights slowly began to spread far beyond the desert regions of deep Southwest Texas.


The strange lights got a real boost in publicity during World War II when the army established a pilot training base near Marfa. Soldiers from all over the nation were shipped into the area for training and most, if not all, eventually saw the lights during their stay in Texas. It was also during the second world war that strange stories about the lights started circulating. Today, many of those stories survive and some of them are actually stranger than the lights are mysterious.


Many of the Marfa light tales involve the military, and the wildest is about the purported team of army experts that supposedly went out into the desert determined to find out what the lights were or die trying. According to the tale, they did die trying but it’s just a legend, or more appropriately a hoax. There is no evidence whatsoever that any team of army personnel died while on a Marfa light expedition. One man later claimed the “expedition” was actually a bunch of soldiers who got drunk and took off after the lights in a jeep. They didn’t catch the lights but the driver did hit a boulder and turned the jeep over. To cover up the incident, the soldiers set fire to the wreckage and then tried to blame the lights for the mishap.


There have been many stories of aerial reconnaissance flights made over the mountainous area in an effort to spot the source of the lights. One army officer claimed that each night a squadron of four planes was sent out on a chase mission but each time the lights headed for Mexico and disappeared. Not true. Neither is the story that the army sent out planes to bomb the lights with sacks of flour in an effort to pinpoint the spot from which the lights originated. Some claim the flour sacks were, in fact, dropped but when the site was inspected later, nothing, not even the flour, could be found. The truth is, no reliable evidence has been uncovered to prove that the army has ever done anything concerning the lights. The story about the flour sacks is almost certainly just that, a story.


Fritz Kahl, a flight instructor during the war, did actually try to give chase on one occasion but he didn’t have much luck. Although the lights were bobbing on the horizon when he took off, he never did see them from the air and thus he could not give pursuit. The story that the lights actually lead Kahl into a fiery crash on the side of a mountain is, however, false. He survived the war and later operated the Marfa airport. Other pilots, usually in airliners flying over the area, have reported seeing the strange lights, but the rumor that a pilot once mistook the mystery lights for the landing beacon of an airport and crashed when trying to land his plane is false.


The automobile has also played an important role in some of the Marfa light stories. In fact, a lot of people seem to believe that the lights are nothing more than reflections from headlights on automobiles traveling on Highway 67 which runs south from Marfa to Presidio. There are, however, serious problems with that theory. Many reported sightings of the mystery lights occurred long before Highway 67 was built. Some sightings, like those of Ellison and Williams, occurred before automobiles were even invented. Finally, if headlights were the culprit, only cars coming toward Marfa from Presidio could be involved, so the lights would have to move from left to right. While the lights often move in that direction, they are just as apt to move from right to left. This means if cars are the cause, someone is backing up at a high rate of speed, at night, on a dangerous mountain highway. That does not seem even remotely possible.


Some of the best stories of automobiles and lights involve virtual close encounters between drivers and the lights. There have been some reports of drivers trying to give chase without results. Another tale reversed the circumstances and had one maverick light chasing a car, often at speeds approaching 100 miles an hour. Supposedly, after the light finally disappeared, the driver stopped to check his car and found the rear end scorched as if it had been in a fire. It is a good story but there is absolutely no verification or evidence to prove it actually happened.


Most of the automobile stories involve a driver who narrowly missed having an accident because the lights suddenly appeared over the road. The most bizarre versions, frequently told by students at Sul Ross University in nearby Alpine, had the mystery lights luring automobiles into head-on crashes along Highway 67. Local law enforcement agencies advise that they have no record of any such accident reportedly being caused by strange lights. Drunk drivers, yes, but not the Marfa lights. There have been some reported cases of motorists seeing the lights and thinking they were about to crash into another car but in every case, the lights disappeared and no accident resulted.


The news media has always had an interest in the Marfa lights. There isn’t a newspaper, television station, or radio station in Southwest Texas that has not done a story at one time or another on the mystery of the ghost lights. Occasionally, news teams have traveled great distances with the hopes of getting a story, and one of those teams actually had a very close encounter with the usually elusive mystery lights — and the news boys got pictures to back up the story they later told.


It happened in 1980 when the Houston Chronicle dispatched reporter Stan Redding and photographer Carlos Antonio Rios to “check out this Marfa light thing and see if there is anything to it.” They found out there sure was something to the story but neither man knew exactly what.


As they were driving down a dirt road on the high black-brush flats at Paissano Pass east of Marfa, the energetic mystery lights suddenly appeared, almost close enough to reach out and touch. For once, the lights, which usually seemed to just disappear when anyone came close, lingered long enough for Rios to get some pictures. Redding later offered one of the best descriptions ever of the famous lights. He said, “They darted about the ground — red, white and blue orbs, baseball-sized. They would blend into one, then separate. One would zoom high into the air, then plummet down to disappear in the brush, only to pop up an instant later and spin away crazily. Unsupported and unattached, each illuminated the brush over which it hovered.” Redding also indicated that it seemed almost like the lights knew somehow that they were being photographed and were intent to put on a show.


Another good description came from a man who saw the lights from a bus passing through the area. He said the lights, which appeared to be 200 or so yards from the road, were about the size of basketballs. He saw several balls of light, in soft pink and pale yellow, that were bobbing up and down; changing colors and size; and disappearing then reappearing quickly only to disappear again.
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The famous Marfa lights captured on film.


One of the strangest Marfa light tales of all time was collected by Ed Syers for his book Ghost Stories of Texas. Syers got the story from Mrs. W. T. Giddens of Sundown, Texas, who said she was given the details by her father, a rancher who had actually lived the adventure.


According to the story, the rancher was up in the Chinati Mountains near old Shafter looking for some stray cattle when a sudden blizzard struck. Ordinarily, the man could have easily found his way home, but darkness was fast approaching and the howling, icy winds and blowing snow reduced visibility to almost nothing. He was forced to feel his way along what he hoped was the right trail. The man tried to hurry because he knew the temperature was dropping quickly and if he did not find shelter soon, his frozen body would be found later by search teams.


As the panicked rancher inched along, he came to a large outcrop of rocks that he would have to find his way around, because it was too dark for any climbing. Being unfamiliar with the territory, he carefully felt his way and started around the rocks. He stopped when suddenly some of the strange mystery lights appeared. Although he never explained exactly how they did it, the rancher claimed the lights “spoke” and advised him that he was three miles south of Chinati Peak, considerably off course, heading in the wrong direction, and dangerously close to a precipice. The lights advised the rancher to follow them or he would surely die.


With no alternative he could think of at the moment, the man did follow the lights and they lead him to a small cave that would provide shelter from the fierce storm. The smaller lights disappeared but the largest one remained in the cave with the rancher, apparently providing much needed heat and some “spirited” conversation.


According to the rancher, the light claimed they were “spirits from elsewhere and long ago.” It relayed that they meant him no harm and wanted him to be safe so he could sleep in peace. The next morning, the storm and the light were gone, and as the rancher headed toward home, he passed the outcrop of rocks and discovered that when the lights had intercepted him, he had been on the edge of a sheer cliff several hundred feet high. The man had no doubts — the lights had saved his life.


Mrs. Giddens told Syers that she believed her father, which is perhaps the daughterly thing to do. She also claimed that after the incident, the lights would often appear in their pasture. She concluded, “They’re curious and want to investigate things new to them, like the air base was during the war. They’re friendly; our animals had no fear of them at all.”


As far as is known, Mrs. Gidden’s tale is the only one in which the lights actually communicated with real people. Apparently Mrs. Giddens had no explanation for why her particular family would be the only one in history singled out by the lights to be favored with direct communication.


One point from the lady’s story that does have a solid ring to it is that the lights are friendly. Despite numerous rumors of aggression and downright devilment on the part of the lights, there is no proof of any aggression or that the lights have actually caused any harm whatsoever. The only things the lights are guilty of is being reasonably consistent in their appearances and always managing to avoid explanation.


There have probably been as many different theories about what causes the lights as there have been strange stories attached to the phenomenon. In the late 1800s, the most popular opinions were that the lights were either current Indian fires or the glow of Indian spirits on some sort of celestial warpath.


In more modern times, some scientists have tackled the problem; but honestly, the theory about Apache fires makes about as much sense as most of the experts. A common explanation for the phenomena is that the lights are the result of swamp gas escaping from underground pockets and igniting. Perhaps that is the answer, but as many people have pointed out, there hasn’t been a swamp in that part of Texas for thousands, perhaps millions of years. If it is swamp gas, there must have been a heck of a lot it or perhaps it has just taken a long time to reach the surface.


Another popular theory is that the lights are an electrostatic illumination such as Saint Elmo’s Fire. An expert advised that while something like Saint Elmo’s Fire might be a plausible explanation for the Marfa lights, it is not probable. The expert claimed that ol’ Elmo’s Fire only occurs when conditions are absolutely perfect. The Marfa lights, on the other hand, don’t appear to depend on anything or any certain prerequisite. The lights are seen year-round, in all kinds of weather and under all sorts of different atmospheric conditions. Although many have tried, no pattern of any sort can be identified for the Marfa light appearances. The fact that the lights are seen in all sorts of conditions, the expert claimed, also makes it doubtful that they are caused by ball lightning.


A few of the scientific deep-thinkers have come up with the theory that tremendous pressure is being exerted on underground faults and the result is that deep underground movement of rocks releases piezoelectric energy which is manifested as light when it reaches the surface. In other words, there are thousands of tiny earthquakes occurring almost constantly in the area and they are the culprits in the light mystery, believe it or not.


There are plenty of other theories. Some people, who can’t accept any scientific reasoning, believe the lights are not of this world but rather are UFOs who use that part of Texas as a sort of base. Others believe the lights themselves are not UFOs but rather are some sort of waymarkers used to guide the extraterrestrial vehicles in for a landing in much the same fashion as modern landing lights at an airport. Other people, who don’t believe in UFOs, think the Marfa lights are a sort of spiritual apparition or simply ghost lights.


Another possibility is that the mystery lights are actually a sort of atmospheric distortion similar to a desert mirage. The theory is that reflections from lights on cars, houses, or even nearby communities are somehow bent over the horizon so they appear to be actual lights in the mountains. That theory probably makes as much sense as the explanation that the lights are jackrabbits with glow worms attached to their tails.


My favorite explanation came from Charlie Eckhardt. He believes that whatever is causing the Marfa lights is the same phenomenon that produces tiny sparks in your mouth when you bite into a wintergreen Lifesaver in a dark room while standing in front of a mirror. Knowing Charlie is one who enjoys a good yank on your leg occasionally, an experiment was conducted to determine if such a thing was possible. Standing there in the darkness of my bathroom, looking considerably more foolish than usual, I bit into a Lifesaver. Nothing seemed to happen. I continued until finally I did detect some tiny spark-like lights in my reflection in the mirror. I have no idea if that has one blessed thing to do with the Marfa lights, but I can say the Lifesavers produced sparks. If you want to try it, be sure to use wintergreen because no other flavor works.


The Marfa lights finally made the big time in July of 1989 when a crew from NBC’s “Unsolved Mysteries” series brought their cameras to Texas to check into the mystery of the lights. That show turned out to be quite a production.


Many local Marfa residents were interviewed for firsthand reports of the mysterious lights. One man told how his efforts to track down the lights failed because the lights always seemed to stay far ahead, much like a mirage might do. He said because it was so difficult to judge size and distance in the area, that the lights might have been as large as a tire or as small as a cantaloupe. Another witness claimed she was among a group of four people when the lights appeared but that only she and one other member of the party actually saw them; the other two people saw nothing. Very strange.


In an effort to get to the bottom of the mystery, the producers of “Unsolved Mysteries” arranged for three scientists from a nearby observatory and university to conduct some experiments into the cause of the lights. One of the investigators was a chemistry professor, another a geologist, and the third was an astronomer. That group was joined by eleven other technicians, observers, and spotters.


Because of the presence of Highway 67 through the Chinati Mountains, the investigators wanted to be certain that whatever they might see would not be headlights. Special lights were set up on either end of the stretch of the highway that was visible from near Marfa so that if any light was seen outside the markers, the scientists would know they were seeing the ghost lights. Spotters were stationed along the road so that they could note any vehicles in the area if the lights seemed to appear.


Using sophisticated cameras and night viewing equipment, the crew laid in wait for the lights to make an appearance. Early in the evening, the beams of headlights from an automobile were photographed as they passed between the markers and in front of a beacon light on a radio tower. Then at 11:59 p.m. an unknown light appeared outside the markers. Using radio communications the investigators asked a spotter stationed in the mountains to verify that there was no traffic on the road. There was not, which meant the light could not possibly have been from an automobile. True to the advanced billing, a Marfa light had appeared for a performance.


The host of the program, Mr. Robert Stack, described the light as being “ghostly gold” in color. The bright light appeared visible for a few moments, faded from view, and then returned as bright as before. There was no doubt that the light was not man-made but the question remained, what was it? One of the scientists thought it might be refracted starlight; another thought it could be luminous gasses produced by small earthquakes; no one could say positively what the mysterious light was or what caused it. Although the film crew produced irrefutable evidence that the lights exist, the solution remained as elusive as it had since the earliest recorded sightings.


Since the lights have never been anything but a friendly mystery, the people around Marfa who have grown up with the lights as a part of their daily lives are not necessarily interested in anyone solving the mystery. As one lady said on the television program, “Let’s don’t find out what they are. Let’s just leave them a mystery. I’m not going to try to solve it. I’m going to be content with ghosts and let the ghosts take care of them.”


The best thing about the mystery lights is that they are somewhat predictable. On any given night, they may appear and put on a show for any who care to watch. If you want to see for yourself, a special viewing area has been set up just off Highway 90 about nine miles east of Marfa. Almost any night you’ll find cars parked there hoping for a glimpse of history. While most of the sightings have been from the area around the viewing spot, the lights have also been reported at other places in the Chinati, La Cienega, and Dead Horse mountains as well as around Blue Mountain, located between Marfa and Fort Davis. If you do make the trip, be sure to watch for lights that move in ways automobile or ranch lights could not so you will know you are seeing the authentic Marfa lights.


As far as a possible solution is concerned, the chances, much to the delight of most folks in Marfa, are slim that anyone will ever come up with a theory that will be universally accepted. For some who are obsessed with seeking the truth for all things unexplained, the lights will continue to be an enigma. For those of us who appreciate a good mystery and an even better legend, the prospect that the best little Texas mystery of all time will never be solved is not particularly unsettling. After all, life itself would be boring if there weren’t a few mysteries around to keep things interesting.


If you have an idea that might explain the Marfa lights and you would care to share it, please send your information to the author at Wordware Publishing, Inc.





The Guns of the 49th Division


by Wallace O. Chariton
Story idea by C. F. Eckhardt


Five months after the Japanese surrender ended World War II, a small detachment of U.S. Army troops spent several weeks completing a special detail at Camp Maxey, eight miles northwest of Paris, Texas. The troops in that detail didn’t realize it at the time, but they were creating a mystery destined to live on long after they were gone.


This story actually began in January of 1940, a time when it was becoming apparent to most people that the United States would eventually be dragged into another shooting war. Three Paris businessmen, Jim Caviness, Pat Mayse, and R. Walter Wortham, knew that along with war would come opportunity, so they conceived an idea to propose to the U.S. Army that the military use some of the vast acreage in the gently rolling hills of Lamar County to construct a major training facility. The men knew there was more than enough acreage in the county to build any type of facility that might ultimately be required for any part of the war mobilization effort. And they knew a major military installation would be an economic boom to Paris.


The businessmen proposed their concept to then Paris Mayor J. Morgan Crook. Although he had perhaps the worst possible name for a politician, Mayor Crook had a good head for economic opportunity and he quickly warmed to the idea of having a military installation in the area. Ultimately, Mayor Crook became so involved in the pursuit of the camp that most people would even credit him with having the original idea. Caviness, Mayse, and Wortham didn’t particularly care who got the credit as long as Paris got the installation.


There was, however, a potential major problem. Many of the landowners in Lamar County held title to property that had been in their families for generations. In some cases, farmers were plowing ground that their ancestors had worked during the days of the Republic of Texas. It was feared that no cause, regardless of how noble it might be, would inspire those people to be dislodged from the precious ground.


A coalition was formed to take the cause directly to the people. After a couple of months, it was clear the patriotism in that Texas county was stronger than any ties to the land. To a person, the landowners agreed to sell out to the government if a base were to be built. Once that issue was settled, the coalition spent a few more months organizing the logistics of a base in the area to see if the plan made total sense and to determine if there were any major problems that could not be overcome. When everyone was satisfied the plan would work, it was time to call in the troops.


On October 12, 1940, Mayor Crook wrote Major General H. J. Brees, then commander of the 8th Army, and officially requested that representatives of the army visit the area to determine the fitness of Lamar County land for military purposes. As a matter of courtesy and to further his cause, Crook also sent copies of his proposal to U.S. Representative Wright Patman, as well as Senators Tom Connally and Morris Shepard, all from Texas. Although a simple, small town Texas mayor, Crook knew that big political guns would be required if Lamar County was to be successful. And in the early 1940s, there were few political guns bigger than Patman, Connally, and Shepard. It didn’t hurt anything that Shepard happened to be chairman of the Senate Military Affairs Committee.


General Brees received the Crook proposal with enthusiasm and set the wheels in motion for a complete review of the possibilities. As the citizens of Paris would quickly learn, however, military wheels move slowly even with significant political prodding. Although correspondence continued between the parties and all the signs seemed favorable, it was several months before army representatives actually visited the county to survey the area and review possible sites.


True to Crook’s prediction, the army brass, when they finally did arrive, were favorably impressed with the available land and they informed local Paris officials that a military installation would probably be recommended for the area. The brief excitement that pronouncement caused soon dulled as the wheels of military motion again bogged down in the usual sea of paperwork. Despite almost constant rumors, little progress was seen and it appeared it would be some time before the installation could become a reality.


Then came dawn, December 7, 1941, when hundreds of Japanese planes attacked and virtually destroyed the United States Pacific fleet in Pearl Harbor. The following day President Franklin Roosevelt asked for a declaration of war against Japan, and within a week Adolph Hitler had declared war on the United States. Suddenly, after so many months of anxious anticipation, the inevitable had become reality and America found itself completely immersed in the great war.


The citizens of Paris and Lamar County immediately learned that the military machine which moved so lethargically in peacetime was capable of a much faster pace when the shooting started. On January 20, 1942, forty-four days after Pearl Harbor, Representative Wright Patman sent a telegram to the Paris News announcing that the War Department would, indeed, build a major facility in Lamar County. The foresight of the Paris businessmen and the strategic planning of Mayor Crook had paid off with the big jackpot. Within days of the announcement, 30,000 of the eventual 70,000 total required acres had been obtained and bids were out for construction of the facilities. On February 27, 1942, twenty-five months after the idea was spawned, construction began on a twenty-two-million-dollar army training unit just to the northwest of Paris.


Bulldozers and cement trucks rumbled over the Texas prairie and the camp, eventually named in honor of Confederate General Sam Bell Maxey, started taking shape almost overnight. The enormous headquarters building was first to go up and the troop barracks and officers’ quarters quickly followed. Then came the various training facilities, the first of three mess halls, a chapel, a field hospital, warehouses, and equipment maintenance buildings. When finally complete, Camp Maxey, one of the largest U.S. wartime installations, contained 1,720 buildings that included seven movie theaters, a bowling alley, several service clubs, a waste treatment plant, five fire houses, a post exchange, a photographic lab, and a complete printing plant. The camp was a self-contained city that, during its peak period of utilization, had an average constant population of 50,000 persons, which was five times the size of Paris, Texas.


Although the primary stated purpose of Camp Maxey was advanced infantry training, Mayor Crook’s prediction of site versatility proved totally correct and the camp actually became one of the most diverse facilities in the nation. In addition to the training of two complete infantry divisions, Camp Maxey was also used to train one cavalry reconnaissance group, two groups (eleven battalions) of field artillery, thirteen ammunition companies, six companies of military police, six battalions of quartermaster troops, one salvage company, one photo lab company, one searchlight battalion, and one pigeon company. In total, 194,800 Americans, not counting the pigeons, passed through the gates of Camp Maxey. The total of all troops who passed through the facility would be 200,000 if you were to count the Nazis who came to Lamar County.


As the great American war machine began to mobilize, one part of the strategic planning was to allow for the incarceration of prisoners of war. It was naturally assumed from the very beginning that with the addition of American might, the Allies would ultimately crush the Axis. That would mean prisoners — potentially large numbers of prisoners — would have to be handled. Unfortunately, the American military was woefully short of trained combat troops in 1942 so there weren’t any excess men to use as guards in prisoner of war camps. The solution to that dilemma was the decision to bring the prisoners to the United States for imprisonment.


[image: image]


Headquarters building at Camp Maxey.
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Inside view of the officers’ quarters.
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One of the chapels on the base.
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Some infantry troops in training at Camp Maxey.


Because of its size, good climate, and location, Camp Maxey was selected as one of many training installations to also be designated as a P.O.W. facility. Location was, surprisingly enough, a critical part of the decision. As a result of the Geneva Convention, it was determined that prisoners could be held in any country in the world as long as the country was at approximately the same latitude as that where the prisoners were captured. The theory was that it would be inhumane to move prisoners captured in a warm climate to a cold area and vice versa.
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