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  Preface




  One piece of conventional wisdom about the writing business is that an author should always stick to what he knows. If that truly makes a difference, I have seen more than my share of disasters over the years.




  During a nearly twenty-year career as a reporter in Texas, I covered numerous fires, traffic accidents, plane crashes, floods, hurricanes, tornadoes, and assorted other mass-casualty situations. Later, during the fifteen years I spent as spokesman for the Texas Department of Public Safety, I stood on the other side of the yellow crime-scene tape to give members of the news media information on many more tragedies.




  But visiting a disaster scene after the fact is very different from being a disaster survivor.




  I didn’t view myself as a survivor of the deadly May 11, 1970, Lubbock tornado at first, but I later learned that the twister first dropped from the clouds near the intersection of Sixty-sixth and University Streets in that South Plains city, only a few blocks from the duplex where I lived.




  Hearing on the radio that a tornado had been reported, I had followed what then was a recommended safety procedure: I opened all the windows. Though the theory has long since been disproved, the thinking back then was that open windows kept a house from exploding due to the sudden drop in barometric pressure associated with a tornado. In truth, nothing can save a house hit by a large twister.




  I never actually saw the tornado because it was nighttime. But I heard its roar. It didn’t sound like the freight train so many tornado survivors describe, but the giant twister did play tricks with the air pressure, causing my duplex’s curtains to suck in and out of the windows I had opened.




  The thunderstorm that spawned the tornado struck on a Monday night, which happened to be the last night of my regular days off at the Avalanche-Journal, the city’s newspaper. As soon as I realized the severity of the situation, I knew my colleagues would need all the help they could get. Maneuvering around downed power lines and other debris cluttering the streets, I drove to the newspaper and worked for most of the rest of the night.




  The next morning, with the city’s water service disrupted, I drank my first—and I hope last—toilet-tank–water coffee. (Water from the tank is potable. Just don’t get it mixed up.) For me, the Lubbock tornado only meant long hours at work and some degree of inconvenience, as in being without electricity and water for a while. Unlike so many others, I had not been hurt or lost my home. And twenty-six people lost their lives that night. Still, it was a close call that left me with both a healthy appreciation of what a tornado can do and a much better understanding of what it is like to go through a disaster.




  Despite the fact that I experienced it firsthand, I didn’t include the Lubbock tornado in this book because Texas has seen much worse. Even so, living through it gave me a good feel for what the aftermath of disaster is like.




  After writing the manuscript for this book, I became involved in the dual disasters of Hurricanes Katrina and Rita in the summer of 2005. As communications manager for the Texas Department of Transportation, I helped coordinate the release of public information on TxDOT’s role in assisting the hundreds of thousands of evacuees who streamed into Texas in cars, trucks, and buses from the stricken state of Louisiana in late August.
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  For Texas, the difficulties in coping with the in-migration from Louisiana because of Katrina proved only a dress rehearsal for Hurricane Rita, a storm which for a time took dead aim on the densely populated Houston-Galveston area.




  Shortly after 6 A.M. on September 22, 2005, I got a call at home from Scott Alley, TxDOT’s emergency management coordinator. “The governor has ordered us to contraflow Interstate 45 north from Houston,” he said. “We need you to get the word out to the public right now.”




  “Contraflow” is engineer talk for making major highways temporarily one-way, something never before done in Texas. As soon as I got off the phone with Alley, I called an 800-number for the Associated Press’s Dallas bureau with the first official word of the momentous impending traffic development, the beginning of a very long couple of days for several million people, many of the employees of TxDOT included.




  The undertaking proved to be the largest evacuation in the history of the world, the relocation of more than two million people in forty-eight hours. Texas will face the same prospect again during any given hurricane season.




  Texans always pitch in and help each other after a tragedy, as I hope this book demonstrates. Of course, it doesn’t take a disaster to get help from people. In researching this book, I got a lot of help from a wide range of “relief workers” who cheerfully came to my assistance in putting together these stories.




  Those who helped in researching or collecting images for this book include Carolyn Anderson and Tooter Smith of Rock-springs’s Mohair Weekly; Chris David, manager of the Rock-springs Hotel, and his mother-in-law, Mildred Fleischer Williams; Gary McKee, then with the Texas Historical Commission and one of Texas’s leading experts on the state’s maritime archaeology, and Steve Hatchcock, Padre Island history buff, both of whom helped with the Spanish shipwrecks story; old friend Larry BeSaw, a former reporter for the Wichita Falls Times and Record News, Texas Department of Transportation public information officer Adele Lewis, and former TxDOT PIO Dale Terry, who helped with the Wichita Falls tornado story; longtime friend Richard Sims of Deer Park, who helped gather information on the Gulf Hotel fire in Houston; TxDOT public information officer Sabra Vaughn of Paris (Texas), a fellow state worker who found the panoramic photo of Paris after the 1916 fire; Henry and Linda Wolff of Victoria, fellow authors and Texas Folklore Society members, who helped with the stories of the Indianola hurricanes and the Goliad tornado; TxDOT public information officer Glen Larum of Odessa and former Sanderson resident Dee Mullins, who helped round up pictures of the Sanderson flood; and Mary Lenz, public information officer for the state’s Division of Emergency Management.




  Friend and former TxDOT coworker Buddy Allison scanned several of the images in this book and added to my education of things digital. Former coworker Jeremy Boehm also helped with some scanning.




  Also, Edward Meza, Director of the Laguna Madre Museum in Port Isabel; Carlyn Hammons of the Texas Medical Association Special Collections; Dean Johnstone of the Roseate Spoonbill Gallery in Port Lavaca; Doris Freer from the Goliad County Historical Commission and Museum; John Anderson with the Photo Collection at the Texas State Library in Austin; Bill Grigg of the New London School Explosion Museum; Joel Draut of the Houston Municipal Research Collection at the Houston Public Library; Betty Bustos of the Panhandle Plains Museum in Canyon, Texas; Penny Clark of the Terrell Historical Library; the U.S. Coast Guard Photo Shop; and Blanca Smith of the Special Collections Division, University of Texas at Arlington.




  I don’t know anyone who could write a nonfiction book without the help of librarians. Gayle Brown, Amarillo Public Library; Judy Vickers, Paris Public Library; Suzanne Campbell and Alexander S. Cano, Angelo State University West Texas Collection; Frank Faulkner and his staff at the San Antonio Public Library’s Texas Collection; and Barton Hill, Victoria Public Library, all were particularly helpful.




  My late mother, retired librarian Betty Wilke Cox, helped with the Galveston and Texas City chapters.




  Finally, Sugar Land, Texas, novelist Ann Weisgarber gave me excellent insight into the Hurricane Ike disaster, and Texas Parks and Wildlife Department Game Warden Capt. James Ranft helped me better understand the West Fertilizer Company explosion.




  Thanks to everyone. I hope that helping me with this book will prove to be as close to disaster as any of you ever gets.




  Mike Cox


  Austin, Texas




  Introduction




  Since its first known disaster—the wreck of three Spanish ships off the coast of South Padre Island in 1554—Texas has seen more than two score disasters each killing fourteen or more persons.




  Weather has by far been the biggest killer in Texas, though man-made disasters have done their deadly share. The number-one killer in terms of body count has been hurricanes, but that is only because of the 1900 Galveston storm, which claimed anywhere from 6,000 to twice that many lives.




  Historically, tornadoes have been the Texas weather event most likely to claim multiple victims. Nineteen times, twisters in the state have killed at a disastrous level, followed by eighteen killer hurricanes. While hurricanes are most common in September, May sees the highest number of tornadoes each year, followed by April. But one killer twister struck East Texas in January.




  Third-most common among dangerous weather events are disastrous floods, which have resulted in multiple fatalities fourteen times in the state’s recorded history. Though flash floods seldom result in mass casualties anymore, they still are the most prolific weather-related killer in Texas, claiming an average of fifteen lives a year, mostly at low-water crossings.




  Mass casualties from other forms of severe weather are rarer. Only one nontornadic thunderstorm has left mass casualties in the state’s history. Only two heat waves have killed in substantial numbers, and only one blizzard has had widespread serious effect.




  As fierce as Texas weather has been and continues to be, thanks to improved forecasting, more accurate detection methods, and better warning systems, the incidence of storm-related fatalities has decreased greatly over the years. No tornado in Texas has killed more than forty-two people since 1953, and no flood has claimed more than thirty-three lives since 1921. Until Hurricane Rita in 2005, no hurricane had killed more than thirty people since 1961. Unfortunately, that forty-four-year stretch ended with Rita, which was blamed for some 141 deaths, and the mortality associated with Hurricane Ike in 2008 further delayed the beginning of a new run of relatively low fatality counts for Texas hurricanes.




  Texas also has experienced three deadly epidemics, with thousands dying in outbreaks of cholera, yellow fever, and influenza during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.




  Most nonnatural disasters in Texas have been associated with transportation. Texas has seen eleven maritime disasters (all but one of them weather-related, though ship losses are considered a separate category for this analysis), three major rail disasters, six major traffic crashes, and seven aviation disasters.




  Given the large role the petroleum industry has played in Texas’s development, the number of oil or petrochemical disasters has been relatively low—only five have resulted in mass casualties. Excluding wildfires, the state has had only five disastrous blazes resulting in high loss of life or widespread loss of property. Texas has seen three horrific industrial disasters, two involving explosions of ammonium nitrate and one involving the flash ignition of grain dust. Bad as Texas disasters have been, the state has never experienced a mining disaster, a killer earthquake, or a nuclear disaster.




  Beyond the large number of disasters it has seen over the years, Texas holds several unfortunate distinctions:
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    • worst disaster in U.S. history (Galveston hurricane, 1900)




    • most deadly hurricane in U.S. history (Galveston, 1900)




    • worst railroad boiler disaster in U.S. history (San Antonio, 1912)




    • worst school disaster in U.S. history (New London, 1937)




    • worst industrial disaster in U.S. history (Texas City, 1947)




    • worst commercial bus crash in U.S. history (McLennan County, 1952)


  




  No matter its national ranking, disaster often becomes a catalyst for positive change. The September 8, 1900, Galveston hurricane (tropical cyclones were not named back then) killed thousands of people, but it led to the construction of a seawall that has saved hundreds if not thousands of lives since then. The storm also gave birth to a new system of municipal government, a model that spread to other cities across the nation.




  The 1921 San Antonio flood resulted in the eventual transformation of the city’s downtown landscape with the development of its famous river walk, now an international tourist destination.




  The 1937 New London school explosion resulted in the requirement that natural gas be odorized so that leaks can be more readily detected. It also led to stricter standards for architects and engineers doing business in Texas.




  The 1947 Texas City explosion brought changes in federal regulations dealing with the bagging, handling, and transport of hazardous chemicals. The harbor tragedy also heightened awareness of the need for disaster planning. Texas City and the growing tensions of the Cold War led to the establishment in 1951 of the Division of Texas Defense and Disaster Relief as a component of the Texas Department of Public Safety. (The division is now known as the Division of Emergency Management and is funded by the DPS and the governor’s office.)




  The 1953 Waco tornado brought about development of the nation’s first storm warning system and the routine use of radar at local weather stations across the nation. The first weather-alert program began in Texas only months after the killer storm.




  A quarter century later, the 1979 Wichita Falls tornado resulted in the development of storm-safe rooms in houses, another life-saving innovation.




  The 1985 Delta Airlines crash led to significant improvements in wind-sheer detection at airports and more training for pilots in how to cope with these powerful downdrafts. As a result, commercial aviation is much safer.




  Following Hurricane Rita, a gubernatorial task force conducted hearings to study problems associated with the chaotic mass-evacuation of Southeast Texas. A report issued in late February 2006 made numerous suggestions aimed at making a large-scale evacuation go more smoothly in future disasters. Hurricane Ike stimulated more analysis of the storm surge connected with tropical cyclones, and the 2013 explosion of the West Fertilizer Company brought attention to the need for better training and equipment for volunteer fire departments, not to mention the safer handling of potentially volatile compounds.




  But while some measure of good came out of several of Texas’s worst tragedies, other disasters caused heartbreak and havoc in the short term, only to pass into obscurity with no lingering effects on the community. Tornadoes nearly leveled Goliad and Rocksprings, for example, but today the cyclones are virtually forgotten. Transportation accidents, though they get big headlines for a time, are fairly quickly forgotten.




  A devastating event may not always be remembered, but the worst usually brings out the best in Texas communities touched by disaster. As the disasters featured in this book demonstrate, every disaster has its heroes as well as its victims. In the face of adversity, Texans have tended to rise to the challenge. They help their neighbors, and they pull themselves back up as a community by their proverbial bootstraps.




  A verse from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s The Sifting of Peter aptly sums up what happens to a community in the aftermath of disaster:




  But noble souls, through dust and heat,


  Rise from disaster and defeat


  The stronger.
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  C H A P T E R 1




  “MOST OF US WILL PERISH”




  Lost Spanish Fleet




  1554




  On April 29, 1554, three of four gold-laden Spanish ships sailing together toward Cuba foundered and sank in a ferocious storm off the lower coast of what is now Texas. The full story of what happened on that day is unknowable, but by examining documents in Spanish archives, scholars eventually pieced together a broad outline and some reliable details. In addition, we can make some assumptions based on what happened in similar cases, in which more people survived to tell the tale. Though parts of the story below are conjecture, the event itself was real, and it stands as Texas’s first major disaster.




  As they secured the last of their cargo into the holds of their four-vessel flota for the long voyage to Spain, the sweating sailors whispered nervously. God had conferred a special power on one of five Dominicans who would be making the long voyage to Seville. According to the rumor, Fray Jaun Ferrer could see into the future, a gift that seemed more hellish than holy. Now, like St. Elmo’s fire jumping from mast to mast on a stormy night, word spread among the seamen: Standing at the dockside, the padre had made an awful prophecy.




  “Woe to those of us who are going to Spain,” a Spanish chronicler some forty years later quoted the priest as saying, “because neither we nor the fleet will arrive there. Most of us will perish, and those who are left will experience great torment, though all will die in the end except a very few.”




  But the Crown and men of commerce with heavy investments trusted in God and the ability of their empire’s seafarers to see the ships safely across the Indies from Tierra Firme—South and Central America—back to the mother country.




  On April 9, 1554, with 410 men and women crowded onto four ships, the flotilla stood to sea from San Juan de Ulna, the fortified stone harborage just offshore from Veracruz. Their holds stacked to the deck above with 500-pound barrels of cochineal (the dried bodies of an insect used to produce red dye), bales of cowhides, and other items of produce from the New World, the four vessels rode low in the greenish blue water of the Gulf of Mexico. In addition to these raw materials, the ships carried more than 1.5 million pesos worth of silver and gold mined from the mountains of Mexico.




  Antonio Corzo, captain-general of the small fleet, commanded from the San Andres. In addition to his ship, he had overall responsibility for the Espiritu Santo, under Damian Martin; the San Esteban, under Francisco del Huerto; and the Santa Maria de Yciar, commanded by Alonso Ojos.




  Steadying himself against the rising swell as the ships cleared their dockage, Corzo ordered his helmsman to set a course to the north. Taking advantage of the current now known as the Gulf Stream, the flota would hug the Gulf’s arching coastline to the 28th parallel (just above present-day Corpus Christi, Texas) before bearing east across the open Gulf. Off the coast of Florida, the ships would sail south for Havana, the first port of call. The typical trip to Cuba from Mexico took twenty days, but this would not be a typical voyage.




  Measuring more than 70 feet from stem to stern and displacing an estimated 164 to 286 toneladas (Spanish ships were measured in terms of wine tons, with a tonelada amounting to 40 to 56 cubic feet), the armed merchant vessels under Corzo’s command were the most elaborate machines of the age. Pilots standing on the ship’s sterncastles used bronze astrolabes, cross-staffs, compasses, and hourglasses to determine their vessel’s longitude and latitude, consulting parchment charts that showed the routes of commerce. The vessels also carried the most modern guns to protect them from French and English corsairs intent on interfering with Spanish commerce in the New World. But these sixteenth-century mariners had no instrument to help them predict the weather, as the invention of the barometer and the awareness that lower atmospheric pressure indicates an approaching storm were still nearly a century in the future.




  Instead, pilots and shipmasters relied on their experience and what they learned from those who had plied the seas before them. A ring around the moon meant rain; a red sky at dawn foretold rough weather. Even the color of the ocean had meaning to men of the sea, as did the behavior of birds.




  Not long after the 1554 flota set sail, Corzo noted the signs of an approaching storm. The seagulls, sensing the weather change, disappeared, landing to gather in white and gray flocks on the beach of the sandy island that separated what would become Texas from the Gulf. Soon the sky itself portended the coming threat, turning dark blue. The weather system came from farther out in the Gulf, a spring storm capable of churning seas of 15 feet or higher.




  Anticipating a fight for survival, the captain-general probably followed the maritime custom of his age, ordering the ship’s cooks to serve the best food for all aboard, regardless of class. They butchered a goat for fresh meat and bored open kegs of wine. Corzo wanted his crew fed well and fortified with strong drink, the better for what he feared lay ahead. Standing on the sterncastle, he likely addressed his subordinate officers and crew, urging their best performance for God and glory. One of the priests said Mass and took confessions. Corzo’s challenge, and the measure of his art as a leader, was inspiring courage rather than fear in his men.




  With God’s help, Corzo knew, sailors did not stand completely defenseless in the face of a storm. When the winds rose dangerously high, he ordered his sailors to scurry topward, hauling rigging and hoisting the mainyard. If the winds continued to increase, they could take axes to the masts, chopping them down like trees and pushing them into the roiling water. Anchor chain could be dragged around the girth of the ship and made fast to hold the hulk together in battering seas. Later, when the sun came back and the sea calmed, carpenters could repair the damage and replace the mast and rigging.




  But good seamanship did not always work. This spring storm, created as a late mass of cold air charged into the warm, moist air above the shallow Gulf, built huge waves. Water broke across the decks of the struggling vessels, washing some sailors to their doom.




  Below deck, crew members frantically worked the bilge pumps to keep their tossing ships from taking on any more water. A chalk line on the caulked planks above them marked the point of no hope, and the water kept rising. Passengers, mostly men and women of nobility, prayed and comforted their terrified children.




  The wind filling the sails of their four ships, the masters tried at first to outdistance the storm. Eventually, they simply ran out of sea room, their wallowing merchant ships heaving to in sight of the pounding surf along an alien coastline.




  Maybe it was God’s will, or maybe it was Corzo’s skill as a master. Of the four ships, only the San Andreas made it through the storm to Cuba. There, the captain-general reported that the other ships of the flota had been wrecked “off the coast of Florida near the Rio de las Palmas at 26½ degrees.” The location he described was not off modern Florida, but on the lower end of what is now known as Padre Island, a narrow, 120-mile-long barrier island stretching north from the mouth of the Rio Grande.




  The equinoctial storm, a giant system generating near– hurricane-force winds, had been ferocious. It left Corzo’s ship so badly damaged that the hulk had to be consigned to salvage, its cargo and treasure transferred to another vessel for the rest of the journey to Spain. As for Corzo, he later faced trial and punishment for leaving the flota.




  Europeans had barely walked on Texas soil, but the loss of the other three Spanish ships was the state’s first known disaster. Unlike most disasters, this one played out over a longer period of time. Half to two-thirds of those onboard the three ships drowned as the vessels foundered and broke up in the surf. Those who made it to the barren island’s wet sand may have thanked God for their survival, but their sentiments proved premature.




  His ship’s masts and twisted rigging still visible above the storm-muddied water of the Gulf, the master of the San Esteban and thirty of his more experienced mariners managed to salvage one of the ship’s long boats. With provisions scavenged from the flotsam on the beach, Huerto and the seamen sailed south for the port of Panuco or Veracruz.




  The remaining survivors, using washed-up timber and soggy sails, fashioned shelters along the beach against the burning subtropical sun. Knowing they were less than three week’s sail from Veracruz, they believed they could endure the harsh environment until the joyous sight of a Spanish sail broke over the horizon.




  But the survivors soon discovered that they were not alone on the coast. Behind the sand dunes and across the lagoon separating the island from the mainland, fierce bands of Indians lived. As long as the Spaniards stayed in a large group, the Indians did not attack, but they preyed on smaller parties, picking off survivors one or two at a time.




  At some point the Indians managed to get between the main group of survivors and their base camp, leaving them without food or extra clothing. Whoever the survivors accepted as their leader then made a bad decision: Rather than attempt to retake their camp, they embarked to the south on foot, walking to Panuco. It became a death march.




  Trailed by the Indians, the Spaniards made it to the Rio Grande. Crossing the rain-swollen stream on driftwood rafts, they swamped, losing their crossbows and the iron-tipped bolts the weapons shot. Realizing the Spaniards had lost much of their defensive edge, the Indians grew bolder, capturing some of the stragglers and stripping them of their clothes.




  Seeing this, the refugees came to a bizarre conclusion: The Indians did not want to kill the Europeans because they saw them as fair-skinned aliens, perhaps demons sent by the gods. All they wanted, the Spaniards wrongly divined, was their clothing.




  If an account of their journey written four decades after the fact can be believed, the Spaniards opted to take off their clothes and leave their garments as an offering to the Indians who followed them. Allowing the nude women and children to walk ahead to preserve some level of modesty, the naked Spaniards, their skin burning from solar radiation, continued south along the wild Mexican coastline.




  Crazed with thirst, the women reached the next river, the Soto la Marina, ahead of the men. Lying down to drink from the river, the women may have thought their nudity exempted them from any danger from the Indians. But as they rested in the cool mud, soothing their dry throats, Indians surrounded and killed them all.




  The surviving men pressed on to the next river to the south, where they soon saw Indians paddling toward them in canoes. Hoping they could hide, the Spaniards scurried into the tall grass along the bank of the stream only to be attacked by ants. Jumping into the river to get rid of the stinging insects, they found themselves at the mercy of the Indians. Only one man, Fray Marcos de Mena, managed to escape.




  Master Huerto, meanwhile, had better luck in the long boat salvaged from the San Esteban. He reached Veracruz, more than 400 nautical miles from the scene of the disaster, in late May. On June 4, Viceroy Luis de Velasco approved funding for a mounted expedition to search for the wrecked ships and any survivors. The government also organized a maritime expedition. By mid-month six vessels sailed from Veracruz to salvage the wrecks.




  When the commander of the rescue entrada made it to Panuco, he learned that the mayor of that place had already dispatched a ship to the site. When that vessel returned to port with 32,000 pesos worth of silver recovered from the San Esteban, the commander of the land expedition hired a ship to take him to the wreckage.




  “The Lord permitted three ships to be wrecked on the 29th of [April] off the coast of Florida near the Rio de las Palmas at 26½ degrees, where more than 250 persons died and more than a million ducats were lost due to the lack of caution by pilots and sailors,” a treasury official in New Spain wrote in a letter to the Crown on July 15. “Efforts are being made to recover something of what was lost.”




  The flotilla from Veracruz arrived on July 22. Shore parties found only unburied skeletons, but over the next two months, divers recovered roughly half of the gold and silver known to have been on the three ships.




  In 1949, nearly four centuries after the disaster off Padre Island, a federally funded dredging operation began to cut through the island; the goal was to create a channel for a new seaport, a village named Port Mansfield. In the sand sucked up for this project, beachcombers began to find silver coins. Marine archaeologists later concluded that the project had destroyed the wreckage of the Santa Maria de Yciar.




  Padre Island remained a pristine seashore, but with construction of a causeway between Port Isabel and the lower end of the island in 1954, the area began developing as a resort. As old Spanish coins continued to turn up occasionally on the shell-packed beach, word spread.




  One man particularly adept at finding coins was Billy Kenon, a boat operator who lived in Port Isabel. In 1967 he teamed up with a private salvage firm from Indiana to look for the Spanish wrecks off Padre Island. Using a magnetometer, the company found a large field of scattered metal objects about a half mile out in the Gulf about 30 miles north of Port Isabel. The final resting place of the Espiritu Santo had been located. Kenon had developed a device that used a boat’s prop wash to blow sand off the hard clay bottom of the Gulf; with this tool, divers found a treasure trove of Spanish silver and gold in addition to more prosaic but historically significant artifacts.




  Texas officials soon learned what the salvagers had recovered. In December 1967 Land Commissioner Jerry Sadler asked the state attorney general’s office to file suit against the Indiana company. The state contended that the artifacts were public property since the shipwreck lay in Texas waters. In state and later federal court, the legal battle lasted until 1984, when the attorney general’s office and the Texas Antiquities Committee settled with the salvage firm. The Indiana company received $313,000, but Texas retained ownership of the artifacts.




  Based on an extensive magnetometer survey, the Texas Antiquities Committee found the remains of the San Esteban in 1972. In expeditions that year and during the following summer, divers and archaeologists recovered an extensive array of artifacts—more than 12,000 kilograms of recovered items were cleaned, studied, and eventually placed in the Corpus Christi Museum. Kenon later loaned artifacts from his personal collection to Port Isabel’s Treasures of the Gulf Museum.




  For Texas, the value of the treasure exceeded its monetary worth. The shipwrecks were the oldest ever discovered and explored in the United States. Examination of the recovered artifacts added significant insight into the New World’s maritime history. Field research coupled with archival work in Spain resulted in the publication of several books and archaeological reports.




  The other lesson from the 1554 shipwrecks came not from scholarship, but from experience: Where saltwater meets the shore, the potential for disaster always exists. As Fray Perpetuo wrote on his way to the New World from Spain the year before the shipwrecks: “Matters of the sea are not in the hands of men.”




  C H A P T E R 2




  YELLOW JACK CAME TO TEXAS




  The Year of Death




  1867




  Governor E. M. Pease read the letter again, tears filling his eyes. His old friend in La Grange, Associate Supreme Court Justice Livingston Lindsay, had written him a two-page letter bearing hard news.




  

    My Dear Sir:




    Our mutual friend, Dr. M. Evans, and his daughter, very unexpectedly to me, and to my great surprise . . . both departed this life last night, and will be buried today. The Epidemic has not abated here, so far as there are subjects left for its actions. I have three new cases, in the last thirty-six hours, in my own family. Whether they will be fatal, I cannot judge, till further developments. . . . I don’t know certainly—but it does appear to me that this favor has proved more fatal here—than it has ever been anywhere in the South, or even in the West Indies. Just to think of it—one hundred and seventy deaths, in a period of a little over four weeks, in a population, all told, of not more than 1600.


  




  Lindsay estimated that two-thirds of the Fayette County town on the Colorado River southeast of Austin had fled to drier locations, hoping to outdistance the disease. “I am almost plain worn down,” the judge concluded.




  Governor Pease had the authority to call up the state militia to deal with hostile Indians or civil insurrections, but he felt powerless over the deadly epidemic then raging in his state.




  From summer through the early fall of 1867, thousands of people died of yellow fever in Texas. Three thousand people fell to the disease in Galveston and Harris Counties alone. No one has ever compiled a definitive list of all those claimed by the disease during the outbreak, but both in body count and percentage of population afflicted, yellow fever exacted a staggering toll. Indeed, simply on the basis of lives lost, the epidemic stood as the state’s worst disaster for nearly a third of a century.




  “The year 1867 might, in Texas, be denominated the ‘Year of Death,’” the Reverend Homer S. Thrall later wrote.




  Yellow Jack, as some called it, had visited Texas before, but never had so many died from it. Whole families fell to the disease during the 1867 outbreak. Medical historians say that during the nineteenth century, the disease had a mortality rate of 85 percent. The 15 percent who did survive had immunity for life. But for those less fortunate, yellow fever was a cruel killer, capable of claiming even a young, healthy person within as little as three days of onset.




  The first symptoms of the disease were headache, body ache, and fever. Dizziness and nausea added to the misery. Then, after about three days, many sufferers thought their prayers had been answered when they began feeling better. But the respite was like the eye of a hurricane, with the worst yet to come.




  Liver damage gave victims a jaundiced appearance, hence the term “yellow” fever. The disease also attacked the kidneys and heart, causing fatty degeneration. Projectile vomiting of blood clots, a condition then called “the black vomit,” added to the horror of the disease. After enduring fever-induced delirium, moribund sufferers eventually lapsed into coma. Death soon followed.




  At the time, even the best medical minds thought yellow fever could be passed from human to human, that it came from “miasma,” airborne particles associated with unsanitary conditions and stagnant water. Quarantines, often enforced at gunpoint, offered only false hope once the disease had surfaced in a particular community. The outbreak hit Texas’s coastal cities and river towns the hardest, paying no attention to age, gender, or social status.
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