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Introduction

As I went about the enjoyable task of gathering material for this second volume of Wild Camp Tales from the hundreds of newspaper and magazine pieces I had written over the years, I was reminded of something Bigfoot Wallace once told about raconteuring.

Bigfoot was a legend in his own time in Texas, and an accomplished spinner of far-fetched fabrications. He went back to Virginia to visit his people once, and they threw a big fandango for him. His kinfolk got to asking him about Texas, and he went on about huge herds of buffalo and mustangs and such:

“At first I answered truthfully all the questions they asked me; but when I found they evidently doubted some of the stories I told them which were facts, then I branched out and gave them some whoppers. These they swallowed down without gagging.”

The point is that some of the wild tales in this book are undoubtably true, some questionable as to their veracity, and some intentional “windies.” I wrote these short features for many different publications, intended for a variety of readerships. I have tried to establish a tone in each of these tales that will suggest to the reader how far the blanket has been stretched, if any, in the telling or the retelling of the tale.

As the great historian/folklorist J. Frank Dobie once wrote in one of his thousands of heroically comprehensive footnotes: “If one man does not tell a story—as a story—the way it should be told, the next man is under artistic obligations to improve it.” (The italics are mine.)

Dobie possessed a gift for moving between fact and fabrication without ever losing the distinction between the two. Others have not been so gifted or so disciplined. As Bigfoot would remind us, the taller the tale, the more folks tend to want to believe in it. This holds true for the teller of the tale, as well as the listener.

One of the most famous liars from the Old West was a fellow called Lyin’ Jack. His favorite story was a yarn about a fabulous elk hunt in which he killed a bull with antlers fifteen feet wide. He told everyone that he kept those antlers in the loft of his cabin.

One evening Lyin’ Jack showed up at a saloon, and the boys began badgering him for a windy.

“No, boys,” said Jack, “I’m through. For years I’ve been tellin’ these lies—told ’em so often I got to believin’ ’em myself. That story of mine about the elk with the fifteen-foot horns is what cured me. I told about that elk so often that I knowed the place I killed it. One night I lit a candle and crawled up in the loft to view the horns—and I’m damned if they weren’t there!”

With that caution in mind, I invite the reader to conjure the image of a crackling camp fire. Imagine the likes of Bigfoot Wallace, Noah Smithwick, Charlie Siringo, and J. Frank Dobie ringing the fire. Sit yourself among them and listen. Some will tell you a story the way it happened. Some will tell you a story as a story. If they didn’t respect your ability to judge the difference, they wouldn’t have invited you to “roast your shins” at their fire in the first place.

Mike Blakely

Rancho Quien Sabe

Burnet County, Texas
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BIGFOOT WALLACE

William A. “Bigfoot” Wallace got his start in Texas as a hunter. For a year he killed deer along San Pedro creek to sell to the residents of San Antonio. In 1839 he moved to the future site of Austin and provided game meat for the workers who were building the capital city. Deer, bear, turkey, and buffalo abounded in the area. He could earn seventy dollars for a load of turkey and bear. On one occasion, Wallace accidentally stampeded a herd of bison down Congress Avenue, which was at the time marked off only with stakes. It was one of the tamer adventures of his long life.

Aside from his reputation as an exceptionally intrepid hunter, woodsman, Texas Ranger, scout, soldier, and Indian fighter, Bigfoot became known as a great wit and a practiced raconteur. Concerning the source of his famous nickname, for example, he appears to have spread several different versions himself. It seems that every time someone asked him how he earned the nickname, he simply made up a new tale.

One of Wallace’s stories says that he and a dozen or so other Texas Rangers were sent out on a hunting detail to provide meat for their ranger unit. They left New Braunfels and rode many miles up the Guadalupe looking for game. Then one night Indians snuck into camp and stole all their horses.

To rejoin their main outfit downstream, the rangers built a raft and loaded their saddles, the game they had bagged, and their other trappings aboard. Wallace and another ranger guided the makeshift vessel down the river while the rest of the rangers walked. To keep his boots dry, Wallace took them off and put them on top of the cargo.

The raft hit a stretch of rapids and overturned somewhere downstream. Neither ranger was injured, but Wallace lost his boots. He became footsore from plodding on without them. Finally the rangers killed a maverick for food and used the hide to fashion shoes for Wallace’s feet. The frontier cobblers made the footgear none too stylish and a few sizes too big.

When the rangers finally reached New Braunfels, the German settlers there couldn’t help noticing Wallace’s oversized rawhide shoes. They laughed, pointed, and kept uttering something in their native language. When one of the rangers asked for a translation, the Germans said that they were calling Wallace “Bigfoot” and the name stuck.

But that’s just one version of the origin of Bigfoot’s nickname. Wallace told someone else that he earned his sobriquet while living in Austin. There was a Waco Indian in that area named Chief Bigfoot. He was a huge brute—some said 300 pounds—with a size fourteen foot. He was constantly making a nuisance of himself in that area.

One night the daughter of one of Wallace’s neighbors saw the outline of an unidentified peeping tom looking through her window. The next morning her angry father tracked a pair of huge moccasin prints to Wallace’s front door. Wallace had pretty big feet himself and often wore moccasins, so the father accused him of invading his daughter’s privacy. Wallace planted his own foot inside the Indian’s track with room to spare and thereby proved that he had not made the footprints. Yet, before the day passed, everyone in town was calling him “Bigfoot” after the notorious Waco warrior. (The crafty Indian had made a tremendous leap from Wallace’s door to a grassy spot in an attempt to pin the foul deed on Wallace.)

Bigfoot told John C. Duval an entirely different story about his distinctive handle. Duval’s book The Adventures of Bigfoot Wallace says the famous frontiersman acquired his name while being held prisoner in Mexico City after his capture by Mexican soldiers at the 1842 battle of Mier.

Some of the citizens of Mexico City felt sorry for Wallace and the other Texas prisoners and provided them all with much needed shoes. Wallace wore a size twelve but a search of every store in town didn’t even produce an eleven. Finally, his amused Mexican benefactors had a pair specially made for him. So, according to Duval, the nickname “Bigfoot” was first spoken in the Spanish language.

Wallace once said he didn’t mind the name “Bigfoot” because it was better than some of the alternatives, like “Lying” Wallace. It’s obvious that he didn’t have to stretch the truth much to awe his listeners.

It is an established fact that Bigfoot Wallace served time as a prisoner in Mexico City. It is also known that he lived among Indians at Austin and in many other areas of Texas. He could have ridden rafts down the Guadalupe River on any number of hunting trips. Because his adventures were so numerous and thrilling, it’s possible that a little truth exists in all of Bigfoot’s tales about the origin of his appellation.
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JOHN PARKER

Many students of Texas history know the story of Cynthia Ann Parker, girl captive of the Comanche, wife of Chief Peta Nacona, mother of Chief Quanah Parker. Relatively little has been written, however, on the life of Cynthia Ann’s brother, John Parker, though he also suffered as an Indian captive, lived among Comanches for many years, and outlived his legendary sister by forty-four years.

Indians raided Fort Parker, Texas, on May 19, 1836, taking scalps and carrying away five captives, including nine-year-old Cynthia Ann and six-year-old John Parker. The Indians separated the Parker children forever after three days. Cynthia Ann went on to her fabled life with the Quahadi Comanches while John fell into relative obscurity among the Kiowa band.

After holding John Parker for six years, the Indians ransomed him back to whites in 1842. But John did not easily revert to the ways of the white man. He had become Comanche. He soon returned to the Indians, ostensibly to search for Cynthia Ann.

John became a Comanche warrior and began participating in raids along the Rio Grande and into Mexico. On one raid south of the border, John’s band captured a pretty Mexican girl of Aztec descent named Dona Maria.

John fell for the captive beauty and wanted her for his wife. Dona Maria had no inclination to resist. The kind treatment John assured her of made her devoted to him. The couple traveled north into Texas, to be married in the Comanche way at the end of the journey.

Then John’s life was again changed forever when he came down with small pox on the trail north. The Indians feared an epidemic and quickly abandoned him on the plains to die. Dona Maria, however, would not leave her protector. She stayed with John and nursed him back to health.

Thereafter, John refused to have anything to do with the nomads who had cast him aside. He took Dona Maria back to Mexico and became a rancher and guide near the border. Those who knew him said his features looked like those of a Comanche warrior, though he had not a single drop of Indian blood in his veins.

During the Civil War, Parker, who still considered himself a Texan, joined a Mexican company of the Confederate army. He refused, however, to serve the Confederacy east of the Sabine River. He thought Texans should fight only on Texas soil. On the way back to Mexico he stayed with an uncle he had not seen since his capture in 1836.

Parker remained in Mexico after the war. He declined any more visits with his white relatives in Texas, even though Cynthia Ann had been recaptured from the Comanches in 1860 and was struggling to readjust to white civilization. She lost the struggle and died in 1871.

John did receive one visitor about 1880. His nephew, Chief Quanah Parker, last war chief of the Comanches, came to see him. Quanah had ended warfare with whites and now led his tribe in accepting the white man’s ways.

Parker far outlived his famous sister and even his nephew, Quanah, who died in 1911. His extraordinary life ended on his ranch in Mexico in 1915.

[image: image]



THOMPSON AND FISHER

Texas history has its share of good men, bad men, and a few who couldn’t make up their minds. The paths of two outlaws-turned-lawmen crossed in San Antonio in 1884—and ended there. King Fisher and Ben Thompson had each served time on both sides of jailhouse bars when they met.

Ben Thompson shot and wounded a playmate at age thirteen, and later killed a Frenchman in a knife duel fought in a darkened New Orleans icehouse. He fought for lost causes such as the Confederacy and Emperor Maximilian’s Mexico before he returned to his Austin home.

Thompson served two years in prison for wounding his wife’s brother with a gunshot. When released, he moved to Kansas to open a drinking and gambling establishment. He was fond of whiskey, games of chance, and gunplay himself.

Thompson returned to Austin, ran for city marshal twice, and won in 1879. Under the sure aim of Ben Thompson, Austin crime reached an unparalleled low. His skill with a handgun and his coolness under fire virtually ridded the city of violence.

In 1882 Thompson went on a pleasure trip to San Antonio where he shot and killed the owner of the Vaudeville Theater in a poker argument. He resigned as Austin’s marshal but beat the murder charge.

Thompson then apparently decided to make up for all the law and order he had brought to Austin. He went on a drinking, gambling, and shooting spree, raising havoc in courtrooms, saloons, threaters, and in the newspaper office in Austin.

King Fisher had spent four months in prison by the age of sixteen. Returning from Huntsville, he hired out to ranchers in the lawless Nueces River territory to stop cattle rustling. Soon, however, Fisher started his own gang of rustlers. The Texas Rangers often arrested him, but he beat about a dozen murder charges and several lesser counts.

Always cordial to the ladies and a devoted family man, the handsome Fisher was a striking figure in his Mexican sombrero, red sash, and ivory-handled revolvers. He became so powerful and feared that he posted a sign on the road forking toward his ranch: “This is King Fisher’s Road. Take the other.”

After many arrests by the relentless Texas Rangers, King Fisher apparently decided to reform. He moved to Uvalde and became deputy sheriff. In 1884 he planned to run, unopposed, for Uvalde County Sheriff. That’s when he met Ben Thompson.

Ben Thompson, 42, and King Fisher, 30, struck up an instant friendship. On March 11, 1884, Fisher accompanied Thompson to his old haunt in San Antonio—the Vaudeville Theater. The notorious and the infamous sauntered side-by-side, pistols on their hips, into the theater. As they crossed the threshold, a barrage of lead flew from assassins concealed in a theater box. Both Thompson and Fisher fell dead. Texans didn’t know whether to mourn or celebrate their murders.
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POST’S PLUVICULTURE

Remember kite-flying on gusty spring days? The fabric flapping with the stiff blasts, jerking against the string; the careening loops, zig-zags, and dives of your tethered flier; the wild whipping motions of its tail behind it, and the inevitable crash landings?

Now imagine launching that same bobbing, swooping kite with an extra string dangling thirty feet below it. To that string you tie a two-pound stick of dynamite, light the five-minute fuse, and run! Now you peel off enough string to reach the proper altitude for the blast. Too dangerous? That’s what Charles W. Post decided. He had to find some other way of making rain.

Post came to Texas in 1886 for his health, yet somehow ended up playing with kites and dynamite. His successes in manufacturing farm machinery had made him wealthy, but overwork caused him to suffer from nervous disorders, as if dynamite on a kite string would not. His speculations in Fort Worth real estate and textile mills also brought him success and frequent “nervous breakdowns.”

Post decided that coffee caused his ill health, so he invented a coffee substitute called “Postem Food Coffee.” His genius in advertising and marketing caused such a demand for “Postem” that the inventor made a fortune. “Post Toasties,” “Grape-Nuts,” and other Post cereals followed. C.W. Post became a multimillionaire, and his nerves became steady enough to harness a dodging, bucking kite with dynamite.

Though Post also lived in Michigan, Connecticut, California, Illinois, and Washington, D.C., he held a special affinity for the Texas High Plains. In 1906 he bought 333 square miles of land along the Cap Rock, southeast of Lubbock, and a year later he founded Post, Texas.

C.W. Post did everything possible to provide his well-planned farming community with all its needs—even rain. Post remembered the Civil War as a boy—a heavy rain always seemed to follow a big battle. Post theorized that the sound waves or rising columns of air from the cannon fire caused moisture in the air to “precipitate,” creating rainfall. He endeavored to go one better by flying dynamite hundreds of feet above the High Plains on kites.

After the kite experiment proved too dangerous, Post had his men set charges at various intervals of time and distance along the Cap Rock to imitate an artillery battle. In all, Post waged twenty-three “rain battles” between 1910 and 1913. His greatest success came in 1911, and he became convinced that he could “shoot up a rain” under almost any conditions. North Texas newspapers hailed Post’s pluviculture in front-page, bold-face fashion, and reported that he had produced rain around the city of Post while other communities remained dry.

Oh, there were doubters—still are. But while C.W. Post lived, no one ever told him to go fly a kite. They knew he had a short fuse.
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THE ARCHIVE WAR

Angelina Eberly had decided that Sam Houston lived to threaten the prosperity of her hotel business. San Felipe had seemed the logical location for the Declaration of Independence Convention, and Angelina’s hotel there would have filled with leaders of a new republic. But Sam Houston suggested Washington-on-the-Brazos as a site for the convention, and Angelina’s hotel became conspicuously vacant.

Just weeks later, Sam Houston, the general, led his retreating army through San Felipe and reduced the town to ashes to prevent Mexican troops from looting it. Angelina took it personally. She had no business to return to.

She went back into the hotel business in Austin, but Sam Houston, the president, still frustrated her efforts. He wanted the capital—and much of Angelina’s clientele—moved to Washington-on-the-Brazos. He said Austin stood wide open to attacks by Mexicans and Indians. Houston had a point. Comanches had scalped some of the workmen constructing the first capitol building, and 1,000 Mexican troops had captured San Antonio in March 1842.

Still, Angelina complained when the president called an emergency session of Congress to convene in Houston instead of Austin. She railed when the president ordered the Texas Archives—the records of the Republic—taken from her city. But she rejoiced when a group of leading Austinites formed a vigilance committee to guard the archives and defy Houston’s order.

Now, the “Archive War” remained a standoff on New Year’s Eve. Angelina Eberly slept restlessly. What kind of prosperous new year could she expect with Sam Houston spoiling her every business venture? How she would love to spoil some scheme of his!

Angelina woke to a commotion down the street behind the Land Office building. Were the archives unguarded? She rushed from her hotel to the Land Office and saw twenty-six rangers, on a secret mission from Sam Houston, loading the archives into two wagons.

The hotel keeper sprinted half a block to Congress Avenue. She gripped the city’s cannon, always loaded with grape shot in case of Indian attack. She whirled the six-pounder so the muzzle bore down on “Houston’s henchmen.” Angelina was no cannoneer, but she knew enough to touch torch to powder, and the big gun roared.

The rangers somehow escaped injury from the spray of metal but hastened from the site with the archives lest Angelina’s aim improve. The cannon blast woke many of the vigilantes who mounted and followed the rangers east. At dawn, the vigilantes surrounded Houston’s men and demanded the archives. The rangers, under Houston’s orders to avoid bloodshed, surrendered the Republic’s papers to Austin’s citizens.

The archives remained in Austin and the capital returned the next year. Angelina Eberly won the honor of keeping the archives in her personal custody for a time. And she won the satisfaction of dealing Sam Houston a rare defeat.
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BRITT JOHNSON

Former slave Britt Johnson was one of the most respected men on the northern Texas frontier. He earned his reputation as an Indian tracker, negotiator, and rescuer of Indian captives.

As a freedman, Britt Johnson worked for his former master, Allen Johnson, but also worked for a widow, Elizabeth Fitzpatrick, and served as an orderly at Fort Belknap in Young County during the 1850s. The U.S. soldiers there recognized Britt as one of the best marksmen on the frontier.

For a couple of years, Britt visited Penateka Comanches at a nearby reservation, befriending their leaders and learning some of their language. But the Indians abandoned the reservation in 1858 and went on the warpath for the next several years.

Britt was away from his home at widow Fitzpatrick’s ranch on October 13, 1864, when 600-700 Comanches and Kiowas attacked. The widow’s daughter tried to hold them off with a gun and was killed. Two Indians killed Britt’s oldest son in an argument over who had captured him.

The war party attacked several other settlers in the area, killed eleven, and left with seven captives including Britt’s pregnant wife, Mary, and their two children, Jube and Cherry.

During the winter, Britt Johnson sent inquiries to acquaintances in Indian Territory and learned the probable whereabouts of his family—the High Plains of the Panhandle. In the spring, he rode for the High Plains.

Britt did not find his family right away, but he ransomed other captives he found and returned them to their grateful kin in Young and Montague counties. On his third trip into hostile territory, he finally found his own brood. Some accounts say the U.S. Army helped Britt regain his family. Others say Britt’s friend Comanche Chief Asa Havey (Milky Way) helped him recover his wife and children.

Britt himself told how he found the band holding his loved ones and convinced them that he was tired of white men and wanted to become a Comanche. He demonstrated his strength and marksmanship, and the Comanches accepted him and reunited him with his family. After several months, Britt and his family—including an infant born among the Indians—escaped. They moved farther east to Parker County.

Britt had gained almost legendary status among whites for his ability to track Indians and deal with them. But the Indians regarded him as a traitor. Britt and two other black men were freighting supplies near old Fort Belknap on January 12, 1871, when twenty-five Kiowas attacked.

The three teamsters killed their horses and used the carcasses as breastworks, but the Indians soon killed Britt’s two partners. Though he used three rifles to hold off repeated charges by the Kiowas, the Indians finally killed Britt, scalped him, and mutilated his body. A burial detail found 173 empty shell casings around Britt Johnson’s body. He died violently, but with the stripe of heroism that had elevated him from slave to legend.
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COWBOY SAILOR

A cowboy had to make a living somehow, and Charles Siringo, for one, “hated the idea of being busted.” After he got fired from his first job herding longhorns up the trail to Kansas, he spent his last dollar getting home to Tres Palacios and had to find some kind of work.

Charlie met a factory hand with a boat for sale for forty dollars. Siringo had grown up on Tres Palacios Bay and could handle a sailboat as well as a cow pony. The factory worker agreed to trade the boat for a horse as long as it wasn’t “Ol’ Satan”—Siringo’s horse. “No one would have him as a gift,” Siringo explained.

A fellow named Horace Yeamans had a nice-looking horse he wanted to get rid of. No one wanted the animal, however, because it always became lame in both front legs after trotting just a short while. Siringo knew that, but the boat owner didn’t.

Siringo traded his interest in three different brands of cattle for the crippled horse and fourteen dollars. Yeamans later “sold the cattle for enough to buy a whole herd of crippled ponies.”
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