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Dedication

 



This book is lovingly dedicated to my late brother-in-law, Jim C. Graham. Jim was born in Collinsville, Texas, which was originally called Toadsuck. Had Jim lived during the days of Toadsuck, with his personality and business acumen, I am sure he would have been president of the Toadsuck Chamber of Commerce.
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The names and stories, with the exception of Toadsuck, Texas; Toad Suck, Arkansas; Governor William (Alfalfa Bill) Murray; the Red River War; and the Legend of Arkansas’ Toad Suck are fictitious and any resemblance to persons living or dead, or any instances is purely coincidental.





“Yes, Virginia, There is a Toadsuck”

Toadsuck Texas, like Bug Tussle in Fannin County, is one of those Texas towns that falls into the “You’re pulling my leg” category. But, like Bug Tussle, Toadsuck does exist! Originally called Toadsuck Saloon, according to the Grayson County Genealogical Society, the town later became a part of Collinsville in western Grayson County. Settlers arrived in the area in the late 1850s. In 1869 a town site was surveyed near the Toadsuck Saloon. The town of Toadsuck took the name of the saloon. It may have been named by early settler John Jones, after the city of Toad Suck, Arkansas

We spoke with Tom Scott at the Faulkner County Arkansas Library. Tom, who hails from nearby Toad Suck provided us with an abundance of information about Texas’s Toadsuck’s Arkansas namesake. We are grateful to this real-life Toadsucker for his assistance in confirming there really was a Toad Suck.

In Arkansas they divide the two words. A brochure published by the United States Corps of Engineers of the Little Rock District shows the original Toad Suck, Arkansas ferry as being where SH 60 crosses the Arkansas River. The brochure tells us, “Legend has it that long ago, steamboats traveled the Arkansas River when the water was the right depth. When it wasn’t, the captains and their crews tied up to wait where Toad Suck Ferry, Lock, and Dam span the river. While they waited they refreshed themselves at the tavern there, to the dismay of the folks living nearby, who said, ‘They suck on the bottle ’til they swell up like toads.’ Hence Toad Suck. The ferry is long gone, but the legend remains.”
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The development of Texas’s Toadsuck, while less earthy, was economically sound. Historical records show that the Texas and Pacific Railroad lines were built within three-quarters of a mile of Toadsuck in 1880. By 1897 most of its businesses and residents had moved to the tracks. The railroad town was named Collinsville. Toadsuck produced future Oklahoma governor, William Henry (Alfalfa Bill) Murray. Although its twenty-eight-year existence is, by Texas standards, short, its residents left a legacy of humorous stories that bordered on philosophy.

We have interviewed former patrons of Opal’s Kurl Up and Dye Beauty Salon, and the Toadsuck Domino Parlor and faithfully recorded the stories they remember floating around the community during its peak period. It was a bit like eavesdropping on the community’s party-line telephone, or reading back issues of Toadsuck’s weekly paper. The stories reveal a little about the folks of rural North Texas when life was less complicated.
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Toad-Facts, an Introduction to Toadsuck

While this collection of humorous stories about the folks I imagine might have lived in a town burdened with a comical name like Toadsuck is fictional, there are some interesting true stories associated with this small Grayson County, Texas town that were sometimes as humorous as the fictional ones. We have chosen to begin this book with these historically true stories. In this way we can preserve some of the lore surrounding this town with a name that is sure to raise eyebrows and more than a little disbelief!





Toadsuck’s Controversial Native Son

William Henry (Alfalfa Bill) Murray, whom we respectfully call controversial, would have been called simply “cantankerous” and “sot-in-his-ways” by folks in Toadsuck, which tells a lot about the inhabitants of this Grayson County community.

According to the Handbook of Texas, Murray was born November 21, 1869, in the village of Toadsuck near Collinsville, Texas. He obtained a teacher’s certificate when he was nineteen years of age. Murray was twice an unsuccessful candidate for the Texas Senate. After passing the bar examination, Murray practiced law in Fort Worth. In 1898 Murray moved to Tishomingo, Indian Territory, then the capital of the Chickasaw Indian Nation. There he became active in the politics of the territory. He served as advisor to the governor of the Chickasaw Nation. He once actively advocated separate statehood for eastern Oklahoma.

Following his marriage to a part Indian woman, Murray moved to a farm where he grew alfalfa. His lectures to farm groups on behalf of this crop earned him the sobriquet “Alfalfa Bill.” In 1930 Murray made a third and successful attempt at being elected governor of Oklahoma. Murray had the dubious distinction of attracting national attention because of his eccentricities and his dramatic use of executive powers.

Perhaps his best-known example of being at loggerheads with society occurred in July of 1931 when he defied a court order to open a free bridge across the Red River. Murray had used his executive power, which he held “superseded” federal law, to call out the National Guard to block use of the offending bridge. This resulted in what became known as “The Red River War.”





Red River War

The Red River Bridge controversy, sometimes referred to as “The Red River War,” which pitted the governor and citizens of Texas against the governor and residents of Oklahoma, occurred in July of 1931, over the opening of a free bridge built jointly by both states between Denison, Texas, and Durant, Oklahoma.

The Red River Bridge Company, a private firm, which operated an already established toll bridge that paralleled the free bridge, attempted to prevent the opening of the new free bridge. The company claimed that the Highway Commission had earlier agreed to purchase the toll bridge for $60,000. A temporary injunction was issued and Texas governor Ross Sterling ordered barricades erected across the approaches to the new bridge. Oklahoma governor Murray opened the bridge by executive order, claiming Oklahoma’s half of the bridge ran north and south across the Red River, which Oklahoma had title to as a result of the Louisiana Purchase Treaty of 1803. Texas Governor Sterling ordered a detachment of three Texas Rangers, accompanied by Adjutant General William Sterling, to rebuild the barricades torn down on orders of the Oklahoma governor. The Oklahoma governor ordered Oklahoma highway crews to tear up the northern approaches to the still operating toll bridge and ordered traffic over the bridge to halt. Mass meetings were held in Denison and Sherman demanding opening of the free bridge. In special session the Texas legislature passed a bill granting the Red River Bridge Company permission to sue the state of Texas to recover the sum they claimed was owed them.
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On July 25 the free bridge was opened to traffic and the rangers were withdrawn. In a federal court in Oklahoma, Governor Murray was enjoined from blocking the northern entrance to the toll bridge. The Oklahoma governor still had a card or two to play in this bridge war! The governor declared martial law in a narrow strip along the northern approaches to both bridges. He argued that, as commander of the Oklahoma National Guard, he was above the federal act. Murray ordered the National Guard to the bridge and, according to some published reports, he showed up at the bridges with an antique revolver, “making a personal appearance at the war zone,” as some newspapers branded it!





The Burial of Toadsuck’s Not So Favorite Son

The Feb. 21, 1932 edition of The New York Times, reporting on Oklahoma governor “Alfalfa Bill” Murray’s bid for the Democrat party’s nomination for the U.S. presidency, gave the following account of his return to the place of his birth to launch a publicity drive for his campaign. Under a headline reading, “HE JOURNEYS TO TOADSUCK” the reporter writes “Town of his birth has changed its name, but love for famous son remains.” Of the candidate’s February 18, 1932 return to Toadsuck the reporter writes, “Murray launched his greatest publicity drive this week when he trekked to Durant near the Red River on Wednesday where a great mob of Murray-for-president patriots assembled to join their hero on a trip to Toadsuck in Grayson County, Texas, on Thursday. You will not find Toadsuck, Texas on the map. It has gone highbrow since that bleak day sixty-two years ago when Bill Murray was born at the sprawling crossroads. Today the town is known as Collinsville. There a monument to Murray, Toadsuck’s foremost son, was unveiled.” The reporter goes on to add that “There was a crowd of thousands at Collinsville. Murray looked upon his triumphal cavalcade to Collinsville, or Toadsuck, as he prefers to remember it, as good national publicity.”

If local historians’ memories of the “triumphal cavalcade” are correct, the reporter’s editorial comment to the effect that “the town’s love for their famous son remains,” was highly inaccurate! Old-time Collinsville residents remember Murray Day, as the event was called, differently. The former mayor of Collinsville recalls that a life-size statue of the former governor was, indeed, to have been dedicated by “Alfalfa Bill” upon his arrival from Oklahoma City by train. The townsfolk were excited about the big celebration, as “Governor Murray Day” had generated much enthusiasm in the small town. Local residents expected to make some money from the highly publicized visit. Some were charging for parking cars on their property, and many stands selling various items had been erected. Barbecuing of calves and goats assured the availability of food for the onlookers.

The former Collinsville mayor remembers that Murray had to be coaxed to the rear platform to address the throng of citizens gathered to see and hear the guest of honor. It didn’t take but a few words of slurred speech to determine why the honored guest couldn’t be easily coaxed from the train. His drunken condition resulted in a very brief stay in Collinsville by the guest of honor.
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The hasty retreat of Toadsuck’s native son brought “Bill Murray Day” to an early close. The conduct of the would-be nominee for president of the U.S. so infuriated the residents of Collinsville that his statue was later pulled down by a team of horses. The statue was broken apart when it was pulled down and is buried under the parking lot of the Collinsville State Bank.

The New York Times gave no account of the presidential candidate’s conduct that so unceremoniously kicked off his national publicity campaign.
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These turn-on-the-century buildings, built around 1900, were once the heart of downtown Collinsville, after the rout of the KATY Railroad brought about the demise of Toadsuck and created Collinsville. This area was once called Silk Stocking Street.
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Burial site of Oklahoma Governor “Alfalfa Bill” Murray’s statue, which was pulled down by citizens disappointed by the governor’s brief stay during Murray Day, Feb. 18, 1932. The statue was buried under the bank parking lot, which is now a storage lot behind Lewter’s Cabinet Shop. Although consideration has been given to unearthing the statue, no one is exactly sure where it is buried.
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Once the Adamson Hotel and stage stop, this residence originally stood in Toadsuck. It was later the home of Hattie Light. The Grayson County History says that this building was the birthplace of Will Adamson, longtime Dallas educator and namesake of Dallas’ Adamson High School.








Barlow Feeney’s Comeuppance

Toadsuck’s resident practical joker Barlow Feeney, known for existing solely off the practical jokes he pulled on anyone who was innocent of the man’s reputation or gullible enough to fall into one of his usually costly and always embarrassing practical jokes, got his comeuppance in spades during the fall deer hunt this past year.

Barlow had begged to be included in the Toadsuck Domino Parlor’s annual fall deer hunt. The three regulars on the deer hunt put their heads together and finally agreed to include the joker with the understanding that the gasoline and food expenses would be split four ways, with each man paying the tab every fourth stop. They fully hoped that Barlow’s coming would reduce the total expenses for all.

What they hadn’t counted on, although they should have, was that Barlow’s bag of practical jokes was far from empty. Barlow was sitting in the back seat of Gilbert Dinsmore’s ’62 Pontiac sedan when they pulled into the first service station to fill up. Barlow volunteered to pay for the first fill-up. When the tank was full, he rolled down the car window and tendered the attendant a hundred-dollar bill. Now bills of this size were scarce in and around Toadsuck, and the wide-eyed attendant apologized and said he couldn’t change the big bill. This forced one of the men in the front seat to have to pay the tab. Barlow feigned embarrassment and said he would take care of lunch.

The lunchtime tab was again paid by Barlow with his one hundred dollar bill. The small greasy spoon restaurant could not change the big bill, and once again one of the men in the front seat was stuck with the food bill.
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Barlow’s one hundred dollar bill got extensive use during the trip to and from the men’s annual deer hunt. By the time they neared Toadsuck on the return trip, the regular hunters’ expenses were higher than any other previous hunting trip. But the victims in the front seat didn’t take Barlow Feeney’s little “big bill” attempt at avoiding paying his share lightly! Their combined efforts to give Barlow an expensive lesson in the Golden Rule proved to be both expensive and “golden.” Expensive for Barlow and golden for the other hunters who would spend many hours gleefully describing how Barlow got his just comeuppance that fateful hunting trip.

Thadd Bristow from Bristow’s Hardware tells it best. “We were nearly home with Barlow into us for about sixty dollars when Clif Pearson opened his ‘lessons learned in a barbershop’ book. We were about out of gas and when we pulled into the Gulf station at Dixon Gap, Clif got out of the car on the pretense of using the men’s room. Once inside he cornered the youthful attendant and told him he would be offered a hundred-dollar bill in payment. Clif told the young man it would be worth his while if he would accept the bill, saying he could change it. When the tank was full, Barlow, as was expected, rolled down his window and tendered his well-worn hundred-dollar bill. Once the attendant had a firm grip on the bill, Clif sped away, leaving a young attendant looking at the first hundred-dollar bill he had ever seen. The shouts of protest from the man in the back seat fell on deaf ears! Barlow’s hunting trip, which usually costs each participant about sixty dollars, cost the new member of the hunting party a full one hundred dollars.”

This was the last time Barlow Feeney begged to be included in the Domino Parlor’s men’s deer hunt.





A Fading Life of the Party

It’s no wonder that Ophelia Hawthorne’s kids gave her a cruise to the Caribbean for her eightieth birthday. “Miss Ophelia,” as she was called, had always been at the forefront of Toadsuck’s social whirl, such as it was. She was the first to arrive at anyone’s private soiree, or at any of Toadsuck’s publicized events that even smacked remotely like a party. Even as she grew older, “Miss Ophelia” was anything but a party pooper, outlasting most of those in attendance at most gatherings.
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Not addicted to strong drink, Ophelia could imbibe with the best of them who were, and still remain charming. The only time anyone could remember Ophelia missing out on any of Toadsuck’s social events where alcohol was in evidence was the brief period of time in 1930 when she was recuperating from a cracked rib suffered when she fell from a barstool at the Eastern Star officer’s installation. The two months Ophelia took as a hiatus from Toadsuck’s social whirl only served to build up a Sahara-like thirst for John Barleycorn. This is why local townsfolk were not surprised at Ophelia’s asking for a cruise for her eightieth birthday. She had seen too many ads touting the abundance of bar accommodations on most cruise lines. Once aboard, according to Ophelia’s son-in-law, Clifton Spivey, Ophelia wasted no time making it known what she was celebrating! At the ship’s main deck bar she announced loudly that she wanted a drink in celebration of her eightieth birthday. The bartender asked what she wanted. “I want a scotch and two drops of water,” she replied.

After she finished her drink, a young man sitting nearby said “I want to buy the lady a drink for her birthday.” Again she ordered a scotch and two drops of water. The ship’s purser, who overheard that the passenger was celebrating her eightieth birthday, insisted on buying her a drink to help her celebrate. “And,” he asked her, “what are you drinking?” “I’ll have a scotch and two drops of water.”

After sitting the drink in front of Ophelia, the bartender said, “Miss Hawthorne, I am dying to ask, out of curiosity, why is it that when you order your scotch, you only want two drops of water?”

“Well, young man, if you must know, at eighty years of age, I can still hold my liquor, it’s my water that gives me a problem.”





Who Said Homework Wasn’t important?

Ten-year-old “Pink” Crowder hadn’t yet lived long enough to learn the most famous of all “no-nos” involving women. One day he approached his mother, Ollie Mae, who worked at Opal’s Kurl Up and Dye Beauty Salon on Hackberry Street just off the square in Toadsuck. Perhaps she was just tired from standing on her feet and fiddling with all them old ladies’ hair, he thought. Otherwise, why would she get her panties in a wad over such a simple question as “How old are you?”

Pink really didn’t know exactly how old his own mother was, it was plain as that. How better to find out than ask her outright, he thought. But her tone of voice and the bulging veins in her forehead, which were usually reserved for those nights when Pink’s daddy had showed up about an hour before supper time and announced that he had invited a couple of visiting men from his home office for dinner. Even Pink, at his tender age, could understand why a woman, picky as they were, would get a burr under her saddle over such unthoughtful conduct. But one’s age is a matter of unchangeable fact. However, the boy learned, in no uncertain terms, this was an unapproachable subject, period.

“Son,” said Pink’s mom, “there are two things a gentleman never asks a woman, her age and her weight!” With that explosive lesson in chivalry, Pink dropped the subject, temporarily.

“Then,” asked the youngster, “will you tell me why you and Daddy got a divorce?”

“I will not!” she said. And there were those bulging veins again! “That is just too painful a subject, and you are too young to understand, anyway, just drop the subject and do your homework.”

Pink dropped the matter, but the whole afternoon’s dialog stayed in his head till next day at school. During his shower following Phys Ed., he called Eddie Dunlap, who was a couple of years older than he was, over to sit with him while he dressed. He felt Eddie must be wiser than he and perhaps might shed some light on the entire “women thing,” as Pink called it. Sure enough the twelve-year-old provided him with a wealth of help. Although not a deep insight into the “women thing,” it was to solve Pink’s immediate curiosity about his mother’s age, and a bit more! Eddie, obviously a more mature male, lived up to Pink’s expectation.

“All you want to know about your mom is on her driver’s license,” whispered Toadsuck’s twelve-year-old man of the world, as the boys huddled in deep conversation alone in the boy’s gym locker room. “Some time when your mom is out of the house look in her purse for her license. There you’ll find your answers.”
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