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			For my wife Carol, who has always believed in me.


		


	

		

			Preface


			Americans love an outlaw. From the very earliest recorded incidences of civil disobedience to the televised trials of modern murderers, we have followed the lives and careers of our darker-­natured cousins with what borders on a pathological interest. The American West of myth and legend teemed with such people. Names like Billy the Kid, Jesse James, Butch Cassidy, Clay Allison, and John Wesley Hardin still have the power to sell books and matinee movie tickets. Pat Garrett, Wild Bill Hickok, Bat Masterson, and Wyatt Earp became equally famous for their efforts at trying to make such men “toe the line.”


			Closely following the plainsmen, cowboys, railroaders, rivermen, settlers, and outlaws, their women tended to blend into the background clutter of children, spirit-­breaking work, and early death. But as the old philosopher liked to say, for every rule there are exceptions. The bad girls of the West, and of Texas in particular, tended to be glowing examples of those exceptions. And although Sally Skull, Chipita Rodriguez, and Sarah Bowman have never achieved the name recognition of their more hairy-­legged counterparts, Etta Place, Belle Starr, and Bonnie Parker enjoy a degree of fame far exceeding a host of equally gifted male evildoers, gunfighters, and thugs of the last two centuries.


			The text that follows is a sometimes humorous, sometimes tongue-­in-­cheek, sometimes deeply sad and affecting set of biographies of twenty-­plus Texas bad girls. We’re talking the baddest of the bad, the evilest of the evil, the nastiest of the nasty, and sometimes even the just plain ol’ universal royal pain in somebody’s aching bazoobus. Husband killers, run-­of-­the-­mill murderers, whorehouse madams, prostitutes, gamblers, bank robbers, floozies, and just everyday hussies, they’re all here and each contributes immeasurably to a rowdy, ribald history that dates from the state’s earliest settlers to yesterday’s biggest news story.


			The bad girls of Texas prance across the pages of this book in a seamless parade of behavior so far outside the realm of common convention that their places in history were virtually guaranteed even while they lived. The choices they made in lifestyle assured the harshest of societal criticism and condemnation then and now, but our relentless curiosity won’t let them rest. Every few years a book like Gail Drago and Ann Ruff’s wonderful Outlaws in Petticoats appears to remind us that these ladies did exist and that their tumultuous lives contributed greatly to the huge crazy quilt of our shared history. This in spite of the fact that some who deem themselves the keepers of the flame that is our past would prefer that such women simply slide into historic oblivion.


			The sheer depth and variety of their unfettered behavior is a thing to behold in and of itself. Sally Skull drove horses and cattle in South Texas, smuggled guns, fought with pistols, and pretty much dared anyone to get in her way. Everyone knew you didn’t stop ol’ Sally and go through her herds looking for strays because it could get you shot. She married a number of times and is believed to have personally disposed of at least one of her husbands. Chipita Rodriguez made the mistake of being in the wrong place at the wrong time and ended up dangling from the limb of a tree for it. For more than a century it was believed her hanging was the only legal execution carried out on a woman in Texas. Fannie Porter, Mary Porter, Tillie Howard, Fat Alice Abbot, Jessie Williams, and Edna Milton worked the management end of the world’s oldest profession with all the ups and downs, and ins and outs of such an avocation. Sarah Bowman and Beulah Morose—and perhaps Sophia Porter and Etta Place—all plied the “soiled dove” trade at some point during their lives. Belle Starr and Nance Hill stole horses, drank, gambled, and fought anyone who questioned their behavior in much the same way you would expect of aggressive men over-­amped on testosterone. Adah Isaacs Menken and Janis Joplin led astonishingly short, meteoric lives as entertainers and purveyors of their own form of popular culture at the time. The beautiful and mysterious Lottie Deno sat at poker’s green felt tables with some of the Old West’s most famous and infamous gamblers, gunmen, and grifters. And Karla Faye Tucker, well Karla Faye did it all.


			Anyone who reads or studies much has to admit that history is a fickle thing. The forever shifting boundary that divides one man’s fact from another’s fairy tale often proves hard to pin down. It isn’t unusual to find a variety of versions, times, and circumstances for a single incident. When you have someone like Adah Isaacs Menken telling and retelling her own life story for the benefit of gullible writers and reporters who had no way to check the facts, you end up with a mind-­boggling level of stupefaction that results in a kind of one from column A, one from column B method of historical reportage. Such is the case with Texas Bad Girls. If dates, places, and times don’t quite match what you as the reader feel are correct, you have the writer’s permission to take a pencil, scratch through that offensive piece of bull feathers, and add whatever butters your biscuits. Unfortunately, prior to the middle of the twentieth century, information about most women of the wild and woolly West is based on myth, legend, sketchy public records, second- to fourth-­hand retellings, outright fabrications, and little else. Ladies of questionable background rarely kept diaries or journals and in most instances neither sought nor wanted public attention. As a consequence, dates, name spellings, and hard facts got poorly treated or embellished most of the time.


			Whether you believe in rugged individualism for men and women alike or that the tough, independent gals in this book were just a bunch of hormone-­driven twits who should have stayed at home with the kids, you can’t come away from their stories without being completely supportive of their behavior or absolutely appalled by it. Not much middle ground exists for most of them. But in the end what just might matter most may well be the fact of their having been able to live such lives at all. As the benefactors of their passing, we are better off in some instances and much worse off in others. When Texas Bad Girls rides across those little gray folds in your brain, you get to judge for yourself—one way or the other.


			The author intended these stories to sound to your reader’s ear as though a friend just sat down and decided to tell you an interesting tale about someone he once knew. If that philosophical technique worked, this will be an enjoyable experience, and any reader should, above all else, have fun! Most of the ladies described on these pages seemed to have had a high old time and can be easily approached with a smile on your face. So saddle up buckaroos and buckarettes, a bevy of Texas’s baddest girls are waiting just a turned page away.
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			How do you thank all the people who helped in an enterprise such as this? The physical act of writing tends to be done alone and with no overtly noticeable help from anyone—usually in the nude while munching on an endless supply of chocolate chip cookies. At least it seems that way to the uninitiated who typically aren’t paying the strictest of attention. Truth is that behind every good writer’s incredibly expensive flat-­screened liquid crystal CRT lurks an army of little-­seen worker bees who toil endlessly for the benefit of the celebrated scribblers whose names get emblazoned on the covers of their thought-­provoking masterpieces.
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			As soon as word escaped like a crazed weasel that a publisher had been bamboozled into actually issuing a contract and that said contract had been signed by a somewhat high-­strung author, people came out of the woodwork with the names of their favorite Texas bad girls and fabulous arguments as to why those women should be included. A round of special huzzas go to Neil Ross for bringing those feisty Hill gals to my attention. Huzza, huzza, huzza. Neil supplied me with everything I needed for one of my favorite chapters.


			As the manuscript progressed, every member of the DFW Writer’s Workshop got a chance to take his best evaluator’s shot at it during our invaluable read and critique sessions. Large bunches of symbolic roses are hereby thrown to those of you who had only good things to say about my writing skills—you all know who you are. But seriously folks, had it not been for the DFW Writer’s Workshop I’d still be living in a refrigerator crate behind the bus station. I owe them my entire writing career to this point.


			Extra-­special thanks to librarian/archivist Christina Stopka at the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame & Museum in Waco. She treated a mixed-­up writer from Dallas like he actually knew what he was doing. If you haven’t been to the Hall of Fame, pack granny and the kids and go. Go now. It’s less than a block off I-35 and well worth the piddling admission fee.


			There’s not enough room on this page to express my gratitude to John Anderson with the Archives Division of the Texas State Library. John found a single photograph for me that made my entire trip to Austin and points south worthwhile. In addition he freely guided me to Ester Mes at the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center. Ester managed to supply me with a photograph of Adah Isaacs Menken I felt certain I’d never find. (She’s also extremely good-­looking. May have to visit the ol’ Harry Ransom again.)


			Chris Floerke at the incredible Institute of Texan Cultures made a valiant effort, but couldn’t come up with anything quite as low as I needed. I appreciated her friendliness toward and efforts for the strange dude from Dallas who just walked in off the street and started asking to see all the photos in her archive. It has never ceased to amaze me what people will do if you tell them you’re a writer.


			Most importantly, a thousand heartfelt thanks to Janie Rhodes Burton and her sister Judy, who demonstrated to me beyond any shadow of a doubt that books by unknown authors do get published. And a kiss as delicate as a bluebonnet’s petals is blown across Texas to Shreveport where my good friend Roxanne Blackwell Bosserman made me believe what Janie and Judy had shown me with the kind of encouragement money can’t buy. She and my brother Mike and his wife Barbara kept cheering when everyone else fell silent.


			If I missed anyone, I can’t imagine how, so I’ll close this out by just repeating two words that sum it all up—Ginnie Bivona. Mil gracias, mi amiga!


			

		


	

		

			Author’s Note


			The author makes no claim to be anything remotely like a serious historian or academician. Any resemblance of the writer of this work to an actual, real, living or dead person of such munificence is purely coincidental and must be regarded with the utmost of suspicion. Should you be one of those folks who just can’t stand it unless everything is absolutely accurate and perfect, please consider this as your only warning that the author makes no claim to be either and wouldn’t even if he could. If such an attitude just curdles your cream, he suggests you go to the bargain bookrack and buy a two-­hundred-­year-­old classic you’ve never read, light some candles, open a bottle of wine, fire up a good cigar, and enjoy it all with his blessings.


		


	

		

			

			Chapter 1


			Pistol Packin’ Mama


			Sally Skull


			In 1823 an ambitious gristmill operator named William Rabb moved his entire family—children, grandchildren, and all—from Jonesborough, an area now in Red River County, Texas, to a Spanish land grant site in present-­day Fayette County, Texas. Tough is the only word that comes to mind when describing such a trip. What people referred to as roads back then lacked a good many of our modern-­day conveniences. The muddy, rutted paths amounted to little more than a wide trail into the wilderness. It’s a pretty safe bet that Rabb’s numerous grandchildren sat in the backs of their fathers’ wagons and whined, “Are we there yet?” about ten million times before conclusion of the three-­hundred-­mile jaunt. The one positive travel note to the whole excursion may have been that “rest areas” were pretty easy to find.


			The amazing display of heroism and fortitude of these intrepid explorers insured that Rabb and his extensive family became an indelible part of Texas history known as The Old Three Hundred. This exclusive group made up the initial 297 Anglo-­American families brought south by Stephen F. Austin. For Texans, inclusion in this band is similar in historic importance to having possessed a first-­class ticket on the Mayflower.


			Such incredible feats of spunk, tenacity, and daring should never be minimized. Settlers west of the Mississippi at that time were virtually nonexistent, and the Native Americans of the area didn’t particularly care for what they deemed an invasion of sacred land. As a consequence Comanche, Waco, and Tawakoni Indians took turns robbing the hell out of Rabb’s extended family and proved especially troublesome for the household of his daughter Rachael Newman and her husband Joseph. The Indians stole horses, cows, corn, pigs, and anything else that wasn’t padlocked to a tree or nailed to a wall.


			Given the slightest opportunity war-­painted Comanche braves took uncommon joy at using the new settlers for bow and arrow practice. Seems that bull’s-­eye targets and hay bales were scarcer than bird poop in a cuckoo clock. One of their favorite tricks involved waiting until dark, sneaking up on unsuspecting cabin dwellers, and shooting them through the cracks between the rough log walls. It took Texas pioneers a bit, but eventually it came to them that they couldn’t leave their candles lit after dark.


			The women of the newly established Austin colony often found themselves at the mercy of the wilderness when their men had to be out of pocket. The guys would get hung up a hoopin’ and a hollerin’ down on the back forty pullin’ stumps, or whittlin’ and a spittin’ over at the McCormick place, or maybe they’d start drinking some kind of locally known tarantula juice and lose track of time. They’d catch the devil from their wives when they came dragging in late smellin’ of 01’ Spider Killer to find their corncribs, corrals, and cabins burned to a crisp by Indians who used the coals to barbecue all the livestock.


			Sarah Jane Newman, hereafter referred to as Sally, probably inherited her strength of character and spirit from her courageous mother Rachael. The term ring-­tailed-­tooter is totally appropriate when referring to mother Rachael. Legend has it that during one of Joe Newman’s frequent absences, Comanches came to the unguarded cabin and politely asked if they could borrow a cup of scalps. Mrs. Newman took umbrage at such unwanted familiarity and promptly chopped off one of the begging offenders’ toes with a double-­bit ax while he stood on the front porch. For those readers who harbor an interest in trivia, she used the now famous George Washington double-­handed, overhead swing and separated the malefactor from several of his digits with one blow. The injured miscreant’s angered friends then tried to enter the home by way of the chimney. A feisty mother Rachael piled feather pillows in the fire grate and set them ablaze. Two-­toed Johnny Big Eagle and Jonathan Black Bottom refused to attack the Newman cabin for years afterward.
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						The Lone Star Bar & Billiard Saloon was typical of those in small towns in Texas during the late nineteenth century. This undated and unidentifiable carte-de-visite graphically exposes the "watering holes" of most average folk as being glaringly different from the large saloons and parlour houses of San Antonio, Fort Worth, and Dallas. Courtesy Texas State Library & Archives Commission


					


				


				

			

			

			Early on, the intrepid Sally displayed just how much she genuinely enjoyed these rowdy social activities and how little patience she harbored for those who didn’t want to join in on the fun and games. An oft-­told tale has it that while entertaining a neighbor, the young girl noticed several relatives of Two-­toed Johnny skulking about in the bushes. The neighbor, a spineless man of course, went into a fit of paralytic panic and claimed his gun wouldn’t work. The courageous girl snatched the weapon away from the coward and proceeded to do the manly thing herself. Unfortunately history doesn’t record whether Sally managed to do as much damage as her ax-­wielding mother, but the idea of the high-­spirited, dimple-­cheeked female-­type child standing up to such unimaginable heathen dangers has warmed the hearts of forward-­thinking females all over the Southwest for over a hundred fifty years.


			In spite of the stalwart settlers’ well-­earned reputation for self-­defense, Indians of other tribes continued to stop over with the Newmans at every opportunity. During one particularly spirited evening of tomahawk practice, cow spearing, and corncrib burning, approximately 200 Waco and Tawakoni folks had a grand ol’ time eating the Newman’s largest cow and burning everything on the property—except the family cabin.


			Just when it looked like the Indians might force the Newmans to join in and have some good ol’ Tejas fun or else, a party of volunteers, said to be the precursors of the world-­famous Texas Rangers, showed up and saved the day, or night, whichever you prefer. One of those men happened to be none other than Jesse Robinson. He must’ve cut a memorable figure at the age of twenty-­four. Seven-­year-­old Sally fell madly in love with Jesse and nine years later married him. During those intervening years Robinson became a genuine hero of the Republic. He had fought at San Jacinto, killed the cannoneer manning the center gun of Santa Anna’s line of artillery, and stood nearby when the Mexican generalissimo surrendered to Houston. Later he served in Lockhart’s company, stuck around for anything that would get him away from home, and didn’t leave the service till sometime after 1842.


			Eventually, mother Rachael complained to her husband so much about the social visits of Two-­toed Johnny and his friends that the Newman clan fled their initial settlement and took up residence approximately fifty miles southeast in the safer climes of the little hamlet of Egypt about ten miles north of Wharton.


			The untimely passing of Joseph Newman in 1831 may well have been the impetus that propelled Sally into maturity at age fourteen and marriage two years later. In 1833 Sally’s hero of the plains came riding back into her life like Prince Charming, and the two of them got married faster’n a prairie fire with a tailwind. Well, that’s not exactly true. They signed something called a marriage bond and five years later finally got around to having a ceremony. Historians, who generally don’t have a romantic bone in their paper-­dry bodies, feel that the wedding only took place out of legal necessity. Every married man was allotted a certain amount of property, and the formal ceremony probably finalized Jesse’s right to his allotment. So much for romance.


			The ecstatically happy couple immediately moved into their palatial hovel on Jesse’s land grant near Gonzales. In March of ‘36 Sally and her two-­year-­old daughter very likely got caught up in the great Runaway Scrape as citizens fled before the invading armies of Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna.


			Other than that minor little irritant, the starry-­eyed lovers seemed to have gotten along swimmingly for about ten years. But in 1843 there was obviously trouble in paradise. Jesse Robinson sued for divorce. He called his bride “a great scold, a termagant, and an adulterer.” For those like me, who find themselves unfamiliar with the word termagant, I hereby supply you with the definition taken directly from the Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary Unabridged Second Edition-­Deluxe Color, page 1883. “Termagant, n, 1. a boisterous, brawling, scolding woman; a shrew; a virago. 2. an imaginary deity supposed by medieval Christians to be worshiped by Moslems and represented as a boisterous, overbearing figure.” Now if you need a definition for virago, look it up yourself. Suffice it to say the word has something to do with a description of the classic Amazon. I don’t know about anyone else, but I can’t think of anything worse than being married to a six-­foot-­tall Amazon termagant.


			But for Jesse Robinson, far more shameful than having to deal with a termagant was the charge of adultery. He claimed that Sally kept a lover named Brown in her washhouse, that she had deserted him for the lover as early as 1841 and had absconded with one of their children. I could find nothing in my extensive and detailed research to suggest that the lovers lived in the washhouse. The soap in this opera was only beginning to bubble up.


			Sally’s counter suit charged Robinson with cruelty and claimed that he’d squandered her inheritance. Keep in mind that this happened over a hundred fifty years ago, although it has a very modern sound about it. She wanted her dowry restored and custody of their two children, nine-­year-­old Nancy and six-­year-­old Alfred. The jury split up the property equally but failed to render a verdict on the kids. This oversight proved a thorn in the grubby paws of each of these angry dogs and never resolved itself. The couple’s divorce was finalized on March 6, 1843.


			Within a heartbeat of the intrepid Jesse’s departure from her life, Sally remarried. But it wasn’t to “Brown” of washhouse fame. No, the happy bridegroom turned out to be one George H. Scull, a mild-­mannered gunsmith who plied his trade for the campers around Austin County. Whether or not Scull might have been living with “Brown” in the washhouse is a matter best left to conjecture. He and his new wife moved back to Egypt and lived on land inherited from her father. And although she married three more times, Sally retained the name Scull or Skull for the rest of her life. She seemed to feel that if you wanted to intimidate people by way of an ominous image, a colorful name didn’t hurt.


			Barely a year and a half later, Sally’s life took a momentous turn. She and her new husband sold everything they owned, including 400 acres of land, all their livestock, his gunsmithing tools, and every piece of farming equipment they could lay hands on. At the same time, Jesse Robinson filed legal papers that alleged she and Scull had kidnapped Nancy Robinson and refused to give her over for visitation.


			Sally packed her remaining clothing and the kids and hotfooted it for New Orleans. Young Nancy and Alfred were summarily deposited in Catholic school. If Sally thought she had her sweet babies hidden from their father, she couldn’t have been more mistaken. Ol’ Jesse had enough Texas bloodhound left in him to sniff the kids out. And although the man acknowledged Sally’s choice of learning institutions as having admirable qualities, he jerked them out of her school and installed them in one of his choosing. Sally immediately and repeatedly reciprocated with similar actions and the age-­old they’re my kids, by God war got going full tilt.


			Then, for about five years, Sally Newman Robinson Scull seemed to drop off the face of the earth. In 1849 she popped up briefly in Wharton County court to acknowledge the sale of some property. She also declared herself a single woman. When quizzed on the possible whereabouts of her sweet-­natured, mild-­mannered hubby, she snapped, “He’s dead.”


			Evidently no one had nerve enough to carry the investigation any farther, and poor ol’ Scull passed into the dustbin of history with almost nothing in the way of evidence to give us even a thumbnail image of the man. There does exist some sketchy documentation that Sally might have exaggerated Scull’s demise. His “mark” appeared on legal papers executed in North Texas in 1853. The puzzlement lingers and rumors abound.


			At this point Sally appeared to be living the life of a rootless nomad. In 1850 she dropped anchor in DeWitt County and lived near Joe Tomlinson, her sister Elizabeth’s husband. Two years later she turned up in Banquete, twenty miles west of Corpus Christi, and bought a nice-­sized little ranch. She married a man named John Doyle, and they developed her new holdings into a highly successful trade and livestock business. No mention is made in any of the author’s readings as to where she obtained the money for this venture.


			Not long after arriving in the area though, she attended a shindig pitched by a fellow named Henry Kinney and was involved in a pistol fight. Witness John S. Ford wrote the following in his memoirs:


			 


			The last incident attracting the writer’s attention occurred while he was at Kinney’s Tank, wending his way homewards (from the fair). He heard the report of a pistol, raised his eyes, saw a man falling to the ground, and a woman not far from him in the act of lowering a six-­shooter. She was a noted character, named Sally Scull, and was famed as a rough fighter, and prudent men did not willingly provoke her in a row. It was understood that she was justifiable in what she did on this occasion; having acted in self defense.


			 


			The shooting took place right in front of numerous bystanders and might well be the reason for her quickly growing reputation for violence. A tourist from Europe named Julius Froebel overheard a report of the gunfight from a group of friendly drunks who claimed to have attended the fair. In his journal published in 1859, he related the following conversation:


			 


			They were speaking of a North American Amazon, a perfect female desperado, who from inclination has chosen for her residence the wild border-­country on the Rio Grande. She can handle a revolver and bowie-­knife like the most reckless and skillful man; she appears at dances (fandangos) thus armed, and has even shot several men at merry-­makings. She carries on the trade of a cattle-­dealer, and common carrier. She drives wild horses from the prairie to market, and takes her oxen-­wagon, alone, through the ill-­reputed country between Corpus Christ and the Rio Grande.


			 


			No doubt about it, ol’ Sally must’ve stuck out like a sore thumb at that point. The entire population of South Texas was said to recognize her as she rambled across the rough land with her mule trains and horse herds. At a time when it was considered unnatural for a woman to wear pants, she preferred to dress in the style of a man. Her favorite fashion statement included a buckskin shirt and chibarros, a garment made of rawhide or heavy cotton bloomers tied at the ankles with leather thongs. In cold weather she often sported bright red flannel chibarros. Beneath this getup she hid two French pistols on formal occasions, but for everyday wear a gun belt and heavy revolvers worked fine.


			A lonely Sally evidently longed to have some family nearby and persuaded her cousin John Rabb and his friend W. W. Wright to move south and acquire land near hers. In 1857 Rabb began running huge herds of cattle under his now famous Bow and Arrow brand and prospered to such a great degree that upon his departure for that vast cattle drive in the sky in 1872, his widow, Martha, enjoyed the affectionate sobriquet of Cattle Queen of Texas.


			His buddy W. W. Wright took perverse pleasure at being something of a character. Known as W 6 from his stock brand, he never missed an opportunity for a practical joke. Sally Skull turned out to be one of his favorite targets. She couldn’t wait to reciprocate. People who knew them tell a tale of how Sally drew first blood in the jokester contest by swapping ol’ W 6 a horse that was blind in one eye. The star-­crossed animal stumbled into W 6’s cistern and landed headfirst in the ranch’s drinking water. Poor beast drowned and left W 6 with the prickly problem of removing the carcass and waiting for enough rain to clear up a serious water pollution problem.


			Revenge came sweet and cold when ol’ W 6 coaxed a $500 bet out of Sally on a ringer of a horse he entered in a race. The animal looked about one step away from the dog food factory, but crossed the finish line like a bolt of hair-­covered, skeletal lightning. The high stakes loss went down as one of the few times Sally Skull made a mistake judging horseflesh. She enjoyed the reputation of being a tough trader who possessed an innate ability with and knowledge of the business.


			Most of the time she traveled around the countryside acquiring livestock alone and carried large amounts of gold in a bag hanging from her saddle horn. Concerned family members warned her that such practices could prove deadly. Sally laughed, checked the loads in her pistols, and continued on her way. She bought horses from as far south as Mexico and sold them along the coast all the way to New Orleans. Her two six-­shooters and a few well-­paid, trail-­hardened vaqueros made up her only company along the trade route.


			Whispered rumors of horse theft often followed Sally, but no one had grit enough to accuse her openly. Anyone who attempted to inspect or cut her herds was subject to be shot. Cattle ranchers aware of her reputation for violence avoided her holdings when searching for misplaced animals.


			Sometime between 1852 and 1855, third hubby John Doyle faded from the scene. Now to have one husband disappear at this point in history wouldn’t be much of a stretcher to believe. Hey, it was easy to die a hundred fifty years ago. But two vanished husbands? Loose-­mouthed neighbors told a pack of wild stories of how she killed at least one of her consorts, and numerous of these fables still survive.


			One involved a duel between Sally and the dead husband, usually labeled as either Scull or Doyle. Of course her superior aim won the day, and he lost the contest. Another claimed the couple stayed over in Corpus Christi after indulging in a night of heavy-­duty stagger juice consumption and dancing. When the poor, stupid goober of a husband couldn’t wake Sally the next morning, he did what any caring and loving married man would do: He doused her with a pitcher of cold water. She snapped out of her dreams, grabbed her pistol, and shot the poor man d.r.t. (dead right there).


			But the most amazing rumor of them all involved the luckless husband (Scull or Doyle) trying to load an ox team and wagon onto a ferry. The poor man lost control of the beasts, ran off the end of the barge, and dropped into a torrential river. He, the wagon, and all the animals immediately drowned. When her vaqueros asked if she wanted them to search the banks of the river for the doofus’s body, in typical Sally Skull fashion she reportedly replied, “I don’t give a damn about the body, but I sure would like to have the $40 in that money belt around it.” It’s fairly certain that, although she might have wanted to, she didn’t kill her fourth husband, Isaiah Wadkins. Her petition for divorce described a physically and mentally abusive union that ended when she abandoned him in 1856 after he beat the tar out of her and dragged her around a sizable portion of South Texas real estate. She also threw in the fact that he conducted adulterous relationships with other women. The jury found for Sally and granted the divorce. They also indicted Wadkins for blatant adultery with a woman named Juanita.


			By April of 1861, when the Civil War broke out for sure at Fort Sumter, Sally had been living with her fifth and final husband for over a year. Christoph Horsdorff, at least twenty years her junior, earned the nickname Horsetrough from critics because of his decided lack of desire when it came to any kind of physical activity, especially work that involved horses, cows, farming, ranching, or travel. The surprising part of this relationship lies in the fact that Sally’s efforts during that turbulent period of Texas’s history were double and triple what they had been at any other chapter of her life. If there’d ever been a time when she probably needed help, those were the years.


			She dropped ranching like a red-­hot horseshoe and jumped feetfirst into the more profitable business of running cotton from Texas to Mexico and returning with weapons of mass destruction for the Confederacy. Trade along the old Camino Real from Matamoros in Mexico to Alleyton in Texas could only be described as muy bueno. Eventually referred to as the Cotton Road, it became one of Dixie’s few lifelines to the rest of the world. Her property at Banquete, about midway of the trip, gave her the perfect base of operations for this venture. The tough, experienced Mexican vaqueros quickly became teamsters, and Sally’s notoriety prior to the war added to the increasingly legendary status she enjoyed.


			But even during this harsh and desperate period, she still maintained close contact with her son and daughter. And although parents all over South Texas used the image of Sally Skull to jerk their offspring back into the hard line of good behavior, there is no existing evidence that she was anything but loving and concerned when it came to any child she ever met.


			Here’s where things start to get weird. When the war ended, Sally once again dropped from sight. Fires in two courthouses destroyed any record of her during that period, and little exists other than an indictment for perjury in the District Court of Goliad County. A jury quickly found her not guilty, and details of the charge are unknown. By 1867 a suit filed against her in 1859 and continued all the way through the war, had ended with the puzzling note “death of Defendant suggested.”


			Some said she rode off into the wilderness near Banquete with Horsetrough and that he returned alone. Many believe he killed her for the riches she’d accumulated during her career as a smuggler. A fellow by the name of McDowell made wild claims that he discovered a poorly made grave between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande and when he investigated found her body. Authorities never brought charges against Horsetrough or anyone else. He vacated the premises and remarried in July of 1868.


			Legends still persist that she simply abandoned her old stomping grounds and struck out to find a new life. Testimony exists from former citizens of Goliad that they knew her as late as 1870. If rumors of her death were greatly exaggerated and she vanished of her own accord, then she most likely moved in with relatives. None other than J. Frank Dobie wrote of a rancher in El Paso named Alice Stilwell Henderson who worked for years writing the life story of Sally Skull. Mrs. Henderson might have known the crusty old dame and written the story as the old lady dictated it. Unfortunately, like a lot of people during this period, the manuscript disappeared.


			At the bottom line it doesn’t really matter how Sally Skull departed this earth. Her life of struggle, achievement, defeat, revival, and eventual success in spite of unbelievable odds should be what we take from her story. John Warren Hunter, daddy of noted publisher J. Marvin Hunter of Frontier Times fame, once came upon Sally while hoofin’ it along the Cotton Road in Lavaca County. He was so impressed he took feather quill in hand and whipped out the following:


			 


			My visitor was a woman!—I met Sally at Rancho Las Animas near Brownsville, the year before and subsequently had seen her several times in Matamoros, and strange to relate she knew me.—Superbly mounted, wearing a black dress and sunbonnet, sitting as erect as a cavalry officer, with a six-­shooter hanging at her belt, complexion once fair but now swarthy from exposure to the sun and weather, with steel-­blue eyes that seemed to penetrate the innermost recesses of the soul—this in brief is a hasty outline of my visitor—Sally Skull!


			Sally Skull spoke Spanish with the fluency of a native, and kept in her employ a number of desperate Mexicans whom she ruled with the iron grasp of a despot. With these she would make long journeys to the Rio Grande where, through questionable methods, she secured large droves of horses. These were driven to Louisiana and sold. This occupation was followed until the breaking out of the Civil War, after which Old Sally fitted out a mule train of several wagons, with Mexican teamsters, and engaged in hauling to the Rio Grande—With all her faults, Sally was never known to betray a friend.


			 


			At a time when sloppy drunkenness, tattoos, and body piercing go for colorful behavior, it would be something of a secret pleasure to have a woman of such power and personality reappear. Think of the stir it would cause when she rode her huge horse into the parking lot of your favorite local mall and stepped down to do a little trading. Would that be a hoot or what?
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