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For Hallie Dorin Cox










STORIES THAT NEED TELLIN’: AN INTRODUCTION





  J. FRANK DOBIE USED TO SAY THAT A STORY BELONGS TO THE PERSON WHO tells it best. By that measure, a lot of stories belonged to him.




  But my grandfather, L. A. Wilke (1897–1984), made a pretty fair hand at storytelling himself. I trace my interest in tale spinning, and the beginning of any talent I have in that field, to Granddad. He had known some of the old-time rangers well, men like John R. Hughes, Ira Aten, Frank Hamer, Tom Hickman, “Lone Wolf ’ Gonzaullas and others. He had a story or two about each of those men, including some I’ve used in this book.




  Later, during a twenty-year newspaper career, I got to meet quite a few twentieth-century Texas Rangers myself while covering oil field strikes, bank robberies, murders, and the 1974 incident in which a noted San Antonio heroin dealer named Fred Gomez Carrasco took eleven people hostage in the library at the Walls Unit of the state prison in Huntsville—the longest prison siege in American history. I left daily journalism in 1985 to join the Texas Department of Public Safety, which includes the Rangers, as their spokesman. As DPS chief of media relations for the next fifteen years, I dealt with the Rangers nearly every day and came to count many of them as friends.




  Someday, I hope my daughter Hallie will pester me for details of my experiences with these law enforcement officers, just like I wanted my granddad to tell me about the old horseback rangers he had known.




  Maybe Hallie will ask me about an adventure I had with a ranger on February 18, 1991. Joaquin Jackson, then stationed at Alpine, joined me in search of a desolate spot near the border where, in 1915, a young Texas Ranger and a seasoned former ranger died when ambushed by Mexican bandits. Our destination was a remote ranch in Presidio County.




  Though not far from the Mexican border as the eagle flies, the ranch is surrounded by mountains. In fact, the main entrance to the property by vehicle is through an abandoned railroad tunnel piercing one of those mountains. This ranch and the area around it remains one of the most isolated spots in the continental United States.




  The unpaved road we had to take to get to this ranch, Ranger Jackson informed me, would be a rough route by our standards—but considered a virtual freeway by northbound marijuana and cocaine smugglers. No nicely landscaped roadside parks grace this highway, however.




  Before we headed south from Marfa in a four-wheel drive vehicle loaned us by the Presidio County sheriff, the ranger handed me a lever-action .30-30 rifle.




  “Keep this next to you,” Jackson said. “We’re going where there isn’t any 9-1-l.”




  Actually, for all practical purposes, we were going back into the nineteenth century. Not only was there no three-digit emergency telephone number to dial if the need arose, there were no telephones. (And the advent of cell phones lay some years in the future.) We were on our own, even out of range of the sheriff department’s two-way radio.




  As we drove toward the ranch where rangers on horseback had lost a gun battle in 1915, I came to better understand what it must have been like to carry a badge and a gun in that era. It made me appreciate even more the toughness of those early-day lawmen in the wide open country of the Trans-Pecos—or anywhere else with too much trouble and too little law.




  Rangers always have been tough, but I’m not saying they were perfect. They did not always do the right thing. They did not win every fight. They were not always fair and impartial officers of the law. But they were right more than they were wrong. And they prevailed more often than they lost.




  Texas Ranger Tales is no attempt at a definitive history of the Rangers, though I believe a reading of these stories will give a general idea of the Rangers’ overall story. For this book, I’ve aimed my literary Winchester at two types of tales: First, they had to be interesting. Second, I wanted to concentrate on lesser-known Ranger stories. When I did decide to include one of the more familiar Ranger stories, such as the search for the Depression-era outlaws Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow, I looked for unusual new angles. Some Texas Ranger stories just keep getting told and retold. I wanted to go after fresh meat.




  The stories which follow are arranged chronologically, but all are freestanding. This is a book you can read from cover to cover, or browse at your leisure.




  The old rangers used to say that some men just need killin’. Well, I think the stories in Texas Ranger Tales just need tellin’. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed rounding them up.




  This revised edition, published two decades after the initial release of Texas Ranger Tales , also includes the stories in Texas Ranger Tales Volume II , which—based on the gratifying popularity of the 1997 first volume—came out in 1999. For this all-in-one edition, I have added some new material, updated many of the original tales, corrected a few errors and otherwise tried to improve on the first editions.




  Incidentally, Ranger Jackson and I did not make it to the battle site we sought that mild winter day in 1991. When we finally got to the ranch headquarters, the foreman told us it would take four hours by horse to reach the canyon where the deadly ambush had occurred. I had to be back at work in Austin (some four hundred miles east of the ranch) the following day, so we reluctantly agreed that we’d try again later.




  “Later” proved to be twenty-four years. Joined by three retired rangers, in the early spring of 2015, I finally made it to the lonely spot where a century before two lawmen had died hard. I hope you enjoy reading their story and all the other ranger tales in this book.




  Mike Cox


  Wimberly, Texas










PART I


THE NINETEENTH CENTURY












Isaac Burton and His Horse Marines





TWENTY TEXAS RANGERS DID NOT SINGLE-HANDEDLY SAVE THE NEWBORN Republic of Texas that summer after General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna’s defeat at San Jacinto, but their bold and unconventional action not only added to the further misery of the retreating Mexican army, it helped feed and equip a contentious but ragtag Texian military.




  After Santa Anna’s escape on April 21, 1836 and his capture the following day, the rest of the Mexican army—at first uncertain of their leader’s fate—retreated. No doubt fearing summary execution despite Sam Houston’s assurances that he would not be harmed, Santa Anna wrote orders to his second in command, Italian-born General Vicente Filisola, to withdraw from Texas. On May 14 the captive Mexican general and interim Texas president David G. Burnet formalized the policy in what came to be called the Treaty of Velasco.




  Santa Anna ordered Filisola to proceed to San Antonio, but after conferring with his staff, the general moved instead toward Victoria. His men were hungry. Fleeing east after the fall of the Alamo in March, the Texans—soldiers and civilians alike—had stripped the province of supplies. No pigs or cows remained for Filisola’s soldiers to seize and butcher, no ears of ripened corn to strip from their stalks. But Filisola believed the foraging would be better along the Victoria road. Then too, he expected supplies and reprovisioning to come by sea.




  The general made his decisions based on reality. The congress in Mexico City, outraged by news of Santa Anna’s debacle, ordered a continuation of the war. If Filisola could not do it, they would name a commander who could.




  Houston, laid up with a bullet hole in his ankle suffered during the rout of Santa Anna, turned his command over to thirty-two-year-old Secretary of War Thomas J. Rusk. The newly commissioned brigadier general marched westward with roughly 350 men and by late May set up headquarters at the old Spanish presidio of La Bahia, outside Goliad. Rusk knew Filisola’s army must be nearby. But under the terms of the Treaty of Velasco, Rusk could come no closer than five leagues—about thirteen miles—of the retreating Mexicans. Still, prudence demanded that he remain aware of Filisola’s movements. The Mexican army had violated assurances before, namely in the massacre two months earlier of Colonel James Fannin’s men at Goliad.




  On May 29 Rusk ordered Isaac Burton, commander of a twenty-man ranger company, to scout the flat coastal plain from the Guadalupe River to Mission Bay near Refugio. Four days later, at Refugio, the rangers learned from one of their scouts that a suspicious vessel had been seen in Copano Bay.




  Burton and his men rode the twenty miles to Copano, a port on the mid-Texas coast dating to Spanish colonial times. It never amounted to much as a settlement, but it overlooked one of the deeper bays in Texas, and it was the nearest point on the Gulf of Mexico to the key towns of Goliad and San Antonio. The rangers made a cold camp, unwilling to expose their position with a cooking fire.




  Before daybreak on Friday, June 3, Burton ordered his men to conceal themselves and their horses in the brush on the bluff above the bay. In the distance they could see a two masted, coastwise schooner riding at anchor. Ominously, she flew no flag. But she was close enough to shore for one of the sharp-eyed rangers to make out her name: Watchman. Though the name indicated American registry, Burton was suspicious. At 8 a.m. the major sent two of his men—unarmed—to signal the ship as if they were in distress.




  When the vessel ran up an American flag the rangers did not respond. Then she pulled down the Stars and Stripes and hoisted the Mexican flag. Seeing that, the two rangers beckoned the captain to send a boat ashore.




  Quickly and quietly, the rangers captured the five occupants of the boat—the captain and four sailors. Leaving four men behind to guard the prisoners, Burton ordered the rest of his company into the boat and they put out for the schooner. As soon as the boat came alongside the ship, the rangers scrambled aboard and took it without resistance.1




  The ranger captain sent a rider to Goliad with a hastily written communiqué to General Rusk reporting the successful seizure. Sometime later that day Rusk scratched out a reply to Burton. The general’s reaction to the incident was less than effusive. He enclosed a copy of the armistice, as he called the document signed by Santa Anna and Burnet, noting, “You will see by this article that hostilities are to cease.” The general also reminded Burton that the Mexicans still held at least forty Texan prisoners. “You will [therefore] return the provisions on board the Vessel and permit her to proceed as she may choose under directions of those who had the charge of her.” Rusk then ordered the captain to return to headquarters as soon as possible, “keeping a good look out as the rear division of the Mexican Army are within nine miles of this place proceeding on towards Matamoras [sic].”




  Rusk can be excused for being a bit curt in his response to Burton. As he penned the letter, his men were busy collecting the charred, scattered remains of Colonel James Fannin’s executed command. The day after Burton captured the Watchman , Rusk presided over a military funeral for the slain Texans. He became so emotional he could not finish his speech.




  Though Burton’s reply to Rusk seems not to have survived, the ranger either ignored the order to release the schooner or succeeded in changing the general’s mind.




  Ten days later, on June 13, Rusk wrote Burnet a long letter in which he noted in passing, “You will no doubt hear of the capture made by Capt. Burton. I had sent him out simply on a scouting expedition when he ran afoul of the ship. You have inclosed [sic] copies of the letters and order which I transmitted to him upon the subject, he has not yet returned from Copano.”




  The ranger’s insubordination—if that’s what it was—seemed a minor thing compared with the myriad other problems that Rusk and other officials of the interim government faced. The Republic’s Ranging Corps and their comrades-in-arms among the regulars were not the most disciplined of fighting forces. In fact, some elements of the army bordered on mutiny after they learned that Santa Anna would be released from captivity as per the terms of the treaty signed by Burnet. In September Rusk wrote to the president asking for reference books on the subject of courts-martial. He needed to read up on “correct legal principles” to enable him to carry out Sam Houston’s order to try a lieutenant colonel in the army for “high treason & Sedition.”




  Meanwhile, Burton intended for some of his rangers to stay behind with the company’s horses while the rest of the men escorted the schooner to Velasco. Unfavorable winds, however, prevented them from leaving the bay for two weeks. During the imposed wait, with little else to do but guard their prize, it is not wildly imaginative to assume that Burton and his rangers sampled some of the captured ship’s stores, possibly including the captain’s liquor. Twelve of the men rode out to continue scouting the coast. On the evening of June 17 the rangers, now only eight in number, sighted sails in the distance. Two other schooners approached the bar outside the bay.




  “Lie low and keep dark,” Burton ordered his men. The next morning Burton directed the captain of the Watchman to raise the Mexican colors above the seized schooner. The Ranger then instructed him to signal the captains of the other two vessels “a politic and earnest invitation” to come aboard and “take a glass of grog.” The captains soon lowered boats and made for the Watchman. Once the men had boarded the vessel, Burton informed them that they were his prisoners “except” (as a contemporary newspaper later reported the event) “on their parole of honor not to disobey his orders until the vessels and cargoes were conveyed to Velasco.” The captains agreed to those terms. The newspaper account did not mention whether the captives got their promised grog.
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Isaac Burton and his rangers captured three schooners laden with supplies for the Mexican army. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)






  When the Commanche (in contemporary accounts, the word was spelled with two “m”s) and Fanny Butler made it across the bar and sailed close to the Watchman , Burton and his rangers rowed out and boarded both schooners. Again, the major accomplished the seizures with only threatened force. Like the Watchman , both vessels were laden with supplies intended for the Mexican army.




  With his rangers divided among the three schooners, Burton’s captured flotilla—American vessels chartered by the Mexican government—set sail on June 19 to the northeast for Velasco, a busy port at the mouth of the Brazos River and the current seat of Texas government. From there, the vessels were escorted to Galveston for condemnation proceedings. Admiralty Judge Ben C. Franklin ordered the cargoes of the three schooners forfeited to the Republic of Texas but released the vessels to their American owners.




  Burton’s seizure amounted to a windfall for the financially strapped young Republic. The cargo—which included barrels of pickled pork, beef jerky, thirty containers of rice, ninety barrels of beans, and four hundred barrels of bread as well as gunpowder, ammunition, bayonets, and muskets—was valued at twenty-five thousand dollars. By way of comparison, all the Mexican property seized by Houston’s army at San Jacinto sold for only $11,184.87. Not only were the supplies captured by Burton prevented from reaching the Mexican army, they fed and armed Texas troops.




  Matagorda merchant and militia member Ira Ingram noted the significance of the seizure in a letter to William Parker on June 30:




  [The] vessels were freighted with supplies for the enemy. He [the Mexican command] expected to meet them at Copano on his return. But they have been transferred to us. His subsistence, to enable him to open a campaign, has now to be replaced by other shipments from New Orleans packed from Matamoras, hauled on carts and waggons [sic], or driven to the frontier, on the foot.







  President Burnet, also understanding that Burton had dealt the Mexican army a severe logistical blow, seems to have taken no offense at the ranger’s impertinence in detaining the ships against Rusk’s orders, if indeed that had been the case. When Burnet got a letter from some of Burton’s men complaining about lack of supplies (it can easily be conjectured that the rangers felt they should have been entitled to some of the arms they had helped capture), the president wrote them a conciliatory letter, but one clearly supportive of Burton:






  The Government and the people of Texas know how to appreciate the generous and chivalric motives which prompted you to abandon the comfort of homes, abounding in the good things of life, to peril your lives in defence [sic] of our liberties; and we only regret that we have not the means of contributing more largely to your comforts.




  Major Burton has the reputation of a brave man, an enterprising officer and a gentleman, and his inability to equip you according to his alleged promise, is probably to be attributed to the general destitution of the country.







  The president went on to tell the men, “If you have been disappointed, in your expectations in the Ranging Corps, you are free to attach yourselves to such other portion of the Army as you may prefer . . . Your engagement to Major Burton will be considered absolved by your incorporation with the main Army.”




  The man who oversaw the capture of three ships without firing a shot was born Isaac Watts Burton in 1805 at Cherokee Corner in Clarke County, Georgia. He was raised and educated in the Augusta area. Receiving an unsolicited appointment to the United States Military Academy in 1822, he attended classes until February 1823 and formally withdrew the following May 25. The future ranger’s brief West Point career ended, he later wrote, “Not . . . for want of capacity, but from utter want of application and perfect recklessness of consequences.”




  Leaving New York, Burton returned to Georgia where, he recalled, he “followed or prosecuted . . . various modes or schemes for a living in none of which however have I been either eminently successful or peculiarly unfortunate so that little of interest or importance could with due regard to veracity be recorded.” His writing style gives away one of the “various modes” he “followed or prosecuted”—the study and practice of law. Commas and periods, however, apparently were not as important to him as finding just the right word.




  He had come to Texas in January 1832, following a blue-eyed belle whose parents had decided to move west. That September, as required of Texas colonists by Mexico, Burton had converted to Catholicism. He also married the sweetheart he had trailed to Texas, “and with all the formalities was made a useful member of society. Nor have I yet thought that I erred in so doing unless it be from the consciousness that I have a helpmate worthy of a far better man than I now am or am likely to be.”




  On August 2, 1832, Burton participated in the Battle of Nacogdoches, the first armed clash between Anglos and Mexicans in the province of Coahuila and Texas. Three years later, with Texas on the eve of open rebellion against Mexico, the General Council of the provisional government of Texas appointed Burton as captain of a ranging company on November 29, 1835. His first assignment, detailed in orders from Sam Houston’s acting adjutant general dated December 19, was to set up a recruiting station at Sabine. He was to submit weekly reports to Major R. M. Williamson, commander of the Ranging Corps.




  By the spring of 1836 Burton was serving in Texas’s regular army, such as it was. As a private in redheaded Henry Karnes’ company, Burton fought at San Jacinto. At some point after the battle—the date has not been ascertained—Burton again undertook command of a Ranger company. Correspondence from the Republic period variously referred to him as captain or major. In function, as commander of a company, he did the work usually expected of a captain. But the president of the Republic had referred to him as a major. By late summer, he apparently had been promoted to colonel.




  No matter his official rank, Burton soon acquired a lasting and colorful nickname for his men—the Horse Marines. Unfortunately, the designation was not entirely accurate. The word “marine” implied that the men involved in the incident were regular military. In fact, they were not part of Texas’s regular military establishment. They wore no uniforms. They were rangers, a paramilitary force paid from government funds. A better, though admittedly less catchy, choice would have been “Marine Rangers.” But thanks to a Kentuckian who wrote a letter to his hometown newspaper describing the capture of the three schooners, Burton’s rangers are firmly anchored in Texas history as “Horse Marines.”




  The sobriquet is attributed to Edward J. Wilson, a Kentucky colonel who came to Texas as commander of the Lexington Ladies’ Legion. Its members were all male, of course, but it was a memorable name. Colonel Wilson reported the exploits of Burton and his rangers in a letter the Kentucky Gazette published on July 28, 1836:






  On yesterday [news came] of the capture of three Mexican vessels by a troop of horses-these you will call ‘Horse Marines’ I suppose. . . . It may be well enough to explain how this wonderful circumstance happened. The vessels entertained no doubt of that place being in the possessions of the Mexicans. The first one sailed up, and cabled [signaled], without discovering her mistake. The troops went aboard and seized her. The next day they saw two other vessels coming; they hoisted the Mexican flag on board the vessel they had taken. The coming vessels seeing this, came up carelessly, and cabled, when they in turn were visited by this company of Horse Marines—a new kind of troops, you will say—and the last two shared the same fate as the first.


  






  Perhaps on the strength of the fame he gained in the bloodless seizure of the three Mexican vessels, Burton placed his name on the ballot in the September 5, 1836 general election, seeking to represent the Nacogdoches area in the Republic’s First Congress as one of its fourteen senators. He lost in a contested election to Robert A. Irion. Though Irion won the seat, in a Senate lottery to determine the length of each member’s term he was one of the new lawmakers to draw a one-year term. Less than a month after his opponent took his seat in the Senate, the newly elected president Sam Houston, on November 10, 1836, appointed Burton to serve as a commissioner to negotiate a treaty with the Indians.




  When Irion’s term expired a year later, Burton prevailed at the polls in the next election. He served in the Second, Third, and Fourth Congresses, from September 25, 1837 to February 5, 1840.




  As senator, Burton played a role in selecting a site for the Republic’s capital. He was one of five commissioners appointed by President Mirabeau B. Lamar in January 1839 to choose a location for the seat of government. Though Burton initially argued that the capital should be on the more populated Brazos River, the commissioners eventually unanimously agreed on a village on the Colorado River called Waterloo. Soon after, the name got changed to Austin.




  Burton was an ally of Lamar in his political battles against former President Houston and his supporters. The senator, like Lamar, shared little of Houston’s tolerance for Indians; Burton was hawkish in his outlook. He voted against a bill sympathetic to Cherokee land claims in East Texas and was one of only three senators to oppose a bill outlawing dueling in Texas.
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Isaac Burton signed this document not long before he became a ranger. (TEXAS GENERAL LAND OFFICE)




  Between congressional sessions, Burton practiced law in Nacogdoches. With Charles D. Ferris as a partner, he also published the (Nacogdoches) Texas Chronicle.




  Burton moved to Crockett, in Houston County, in 1841. He died there in January 1843, only thirty-eight years old.2




  The story of his most notable exploit as a ranger did not gain wide circulation until 1855, when Henderson Yoakum’s two-volume History of Texas saw publication. The book contained a 235-word description of the seizure of the three supply ships, which has served as the primary source for most of the story’s subsequent retellings.




  One of those versions appeared in the San Antonio Light a century after the celebrated seizure of the schooners. “The Horse Marines’ had made Texas Ranger history on the briny deep,” the newspaper writer concluded. “Think of them [the Rangers] as hard-riding, automobile-pushing landlubbers if you will, but remember they took three ships.”




  Using the term “briny deep” stretched it a bit, but Burton and his men3 did more than add to the Ranger legend. Arguably, they had helped save Texas from a renewed Mexican campaign aimed at nullifying the effect of San Jacinto.








	
1. Octavia Rogan’s 1938 account of the incident says Burton hid his men in the brush and went alone to the beach. Pretending he needed help, he fired his pistol into the air to signal the schooner. When the schooner’s boat neared the shore, she said, someone in the landing party spotted the rifles of the concealed rangers. The ensign ordered the boat back to the Watchman , but Burton threw his lariat over the dinghy’s prow and pulled it ashore. Burton then had five of his men change clothes with the sailors. The other rangers got in the boat, posing as hungry castaways. When the Texans climbed aboard the schooner, Burton asked for food. The rangers captured the vessel when the captain turned to order something for the “castaways” to eat. Though the version seems a bit movie-like, one of the sources Rogan listed was a descendant of Burton. The story may have some elements of truth, particularly the castaway ruse. Roping the boat, however, seems a bit exaggerated.



	
2. Burton is buried in the old section of Glenwood Cemetery in Crockett. In 1936, during the Texas Centennial, a gray granite historical marker was erected at the site. The day of the month he died is not on the marker and does not appear in any known biographical sketch.



	
3. In addition to Burton, the seven rangers who accomplished the second round of seizures were listed in the Telegraph and Texas Register as Andrew J. Grey, William Fitzmorris [?], Willie or Willis [?] [last name illegible], Samuel Smith, [first name not published] Barnes, Chester Blackwell [?] and James Boylen.














It Would Never Do To Run





WHEN "WILDCAT" Z. N. MORRELL SAID HE INTENDED TO GO TO TEXAS THAT spring of 1836, his fellow Tennesseans openly called him a fool. They predicted the thirty-four-year-old preacher would not get far beyond the Sabine River before either Indians or the Mexican army killed him along with his wife and two children.




  The Baptist clergyman, however, opted to place his trust in God and his doctor. His physician told him if he stayed in Tennessee he would probably die of consumption. Even relocation to a different clime likely would only delay the inevitable, his doctor said. Morrell —a friend of Sam Houston and David Crockett—figured he would just as soon die in Texas.




  “Seldom in life had I turned back,” he later wrote. “We traveled on.”


  Within a few months, a group of Texas Rangers would be mighty glad Morrell made the choice he did.




  He came alone to Texas in the fall of 1835, planning to meet Crockett for a bear hunt at a place called the Falls of the Brazos. The falls, at a point on the river where a ten-foot drop-off occurred, was one of Texas’s better known landmarks. The river was shallow there and easy to cross. It also marked the confluence of several Indian trails. Though well beyond the established frontier of Texas, a few settlers had built cabins in the vicinity of the falls as early as 1834. They called their community, which was a part of Sterling Robertson’s colony, Sarahville de Viesca. For protection against Indians the colonists had built a log stockade surrounding several cabins and called it Fort Viesca. In December 1835, after Benjamin Milam died in the Battle of Bexar at San Antonio, the fort and community were renamed in his honor.




  Morrell liked what he saw at the falls. After some exploratory travel elsewhere in the province, he went back to Tennessee and, in April 1836, returned with his family to Texas.




  Not long after he got to Texas, Morrell learned of his friend Houston’s victory on April 21 over General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna. After sparing the captured Mexican dictator’s life against the wishes of most of the men in his army, Houston did not have to be particularly persuasive in getting Santa Anna to order his other forces to return to Mexico.




With Texas safe from Mexico at least for the time being, Morrell returned to the settlement at the Falls of the Brazos, arriving in the fall of 1836. He found that Fort Milam had been occupied by Rangers that summer to protect the settlers from Indians.




  Acting Secretary of War Frederick A. Sawyer’s order to Colonel Robert M. Coleman to raise three companies of mounted men “for the Special purpose of protecting frontier inhabitants” had made it plain what the provisional government of Texas wanted: “You will at all times bear in mind the purpose for which you are detached, the complete protection of the inhabitants will not, it is hoped, be disappointed.”




  Paid twenty-five dollars a month, those rangers had to provide their own horses, weapons, equipment, and clothing. The Republic furnished them ammunition when it was available and, occasionally, beef. Most of the time the rangers lived off the land, their meat coming from wild game, primarily deer and turkey. After twelve months service to the Republic they were entitled to a land bounty of 1,280 acres.




  One of the men who enlisted in the Rangers under this Congressional Act was twenty-three-year-old George Bernard Erath, who signed up on October 1, 1836. As a lieutenant under Captain Thomas H. Barron, Erath was sent to Fort Milam at the Falls of the Brazos.




  Born in Vienna, Austria, on January 1, 1813, Erath had come to Texas in 1833 via New Orleans and Cincinnati, Ohio. He worked as a surveyor, but in 1835 he became a ranger, soon demonstrating he could cite a rifle as accurately as a transit. On March 1, 1836, he enlisted in a more traditional military unit for service during the revolution, taking part in the Battle of San Jacinto. After the war he went back into another Ranger company, though he continued doing survey work as well.




  Early in January 1837, Morrell later recalled, the commander at Fort Milam came to him with worrisome news. An inventory of supplies showed that the Rangers had fewer than five rounds of ammunition per man. Worse, the government of the new republic had no funding for replacement. Even if money were available, lead and powder were in short supply everywhere in Texas. Ammunition was scarce, but not Indians. Nearly fifteen thousand Indians were believed to inhabit Texas at that time. People of European descent living in Texas still outnumbered the Indians, but the ratio was only two to one. Newly elected President Houston had tried to reach out to the Comanches, the fiercest of the tribes found in the republic, but Anglo movements up the Brazos and Colorado Rivers had begun to cause friction. Four months before Erath joined the Rangers, Comanches and Kiowas attacked Isaac Parker’s family fort near the headwaters of the Navasota River, only thirty-five miles from the Falls of the Brazos. The Indians killed five men and kidnapped five people—two women and three children. Morrell summarized the situation: “We were of course in imminent peril.”




  It is not clear from Morrell’s memoir whether the Rangers suggested a way he could help, or whether it was his own idea. “This was our country , and our fight ,” Morrell continued with his story. “Although it was painful under the circumstances to leave my loved ones, exposed as they would be, my sense of duty to the land of my adoption required that I should go alone to the town of Washington [-on-the-Brazos] . . . in search of powder and lead, at my own charges.”




  Armed with his Bible, Morrell saddled up and began moving down a well-worn trail along the Brazos. He traveled thirty miles—a hard day’s ride—without seeing another human.




  At Nashville, the first settlement downstream from the falls, he found “six or eight families” and gathered them together for a sermon.




  After spending the night with one of the families, Morrell continued his journey down the Brazos. Shortly before sundown, he reached Washington-onthe-Brazos, then one of the principal towns of the republic. Again, he rounded up the faithful, preaching the first Baptist sermon ever heard there.




  In the morning, Morrell set out to find the powder and lead needed by the Rangers. Checking every store in town—which did not take long—he located only one keg of lead. No merchant had any gunpowder for sale.




  "As much lead as was thought to be safe was put into my saddle-bags,” he wrote. “Several bars were bent, a string run through them, and balanced on the horn of the saddle.”




  Morrell mounted his horse and took the trail to Independence, hoping to find gunpowder there. But in that community, as in Washington-on-the-Brazos, no one had any gunpowder in stock. “It looked more like dependence than independence,” he wrote of Independence with tongue in cheek.




  Leaving Independence, he headed back upriver. Swimming his lead-laden horse across a swollen creek to take up the trail to Jackson’s trading post, located about eight miles from Nashville, Morrell arrived at the store late in the day.




  Tired and as hungry as the wolves that prowled the Brazos River bottoms, the preacher asked the proprietor of the remote trading post if he had any gunpowder. A load had recently arrived by wagon from Columbia, Morrell learned, but all the powder had already been spoken for.




  In his recollections, Morrell did not spell out his exact words, but he must have fallen back on the oratorical skills that served him well behind the pulpit. The preacher, “shivering then in my cold, wet clothing,” described the perilous conditions upriver and his long ride in search of powder and ball.




  “After some threats made on both sides of the question,” Morrell wrote, the proprietor and his other customers agreed that Morrell could buy six canisters of powder for the Rangers.




  His mission accomplished, Morrell did not linger. Back at Fort Milam with the much-needed ammunition late on the fourth day of his trip, the preacher had covered 240 miles. The rangers were elated. Morrell must have been exhausted.




  “There was no danger of starvation with plenty of ammunition,” he wrote, “and hopes were entertained that the Indians could now be held in check.”




  But on January 4, not long after Morrell’s return, a Ranger sergeant hurried in from a scout to report that he had found a dozen sets of Indian tracks about as many miles from the fort. The tracks told the story plainly: The Indians were headed “down the country” toward the settlements.




  Morrell had solved the rangers’ ammunition problem, but the men also were short of horseflesh. Erath’s superior, a Lieutenant Curtis, suggested he take a party of rangers out on foot in pursuit of the Indians. Erath knew better than that.




  Delayed by rain and discussions of strategy, Erath and ten rangers finally rode out of the fort about nine o’clock on the morning of January 6. Also along were three volunteers, including two brothers “not fifteen years old,” and four other men headed for “the settlements” who said they would tag along with the rangers as long as they stayed on the main trail down river.




  Only four of the rangers had been in a fight before, but the others were ready to give it a try. Erath was somewhat concerned about their weaponry, but there was nothing he could do about it. Though all of the rangers carried long arms, one had a smoothbore musket and another just a shotgun. Three of the rangers, including Erath, had a pistol. The lieutenant did take some comfort in knowing that all his men were good shots.




  “We went on a few hours longer before he struck the Indian trail,” Erath would write. “And behold! instead of a dozen the signs showed a hundred, all on foot.”




  At first the trail was easy enough to follow. It led to a freshly abandoned campsite, a cluster of shelters made of grass laid over sticks. Each of the eight or ten huts could accommodate as many Indians, the ranger lieutenant judged.




  Though the tracks were plain, the rangers could not tell what tribe they were trailing. They could be “wild Indians,” Erath speculated, or Indians from farther east, possibly Caddo. "An Indian, or an old hunter, could have told by the cut of the moccasin soles to what tribe they belonged,” he recalled, “but we did not have the art, and were perplexed on the subject.”




  Twenty-three miles out of Fort Milam, the rangers lost the trail, but not for long. Riding on in the general direction Erath believed the Indians to be traveling, the rangers soon heard the Indians calling to each other in a creek bottom. The voices sounded no more than a half mile distant.




  Not wanting the Indians to hear him, Erath pulled his rangers back another half mile, sending two men forward as scouts. They found the Indians camped on high ground at a bend of Elm Creek, not far from present-day Rosebud in Cameron County, and slipped back to the main body of Rangers to report to Erath.
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The rangers attacked as the Indians sat around their morning campfires. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




  After dark it snowed. The rangers spent a frigid night wrapped in their blankets. They could not start a fire for fear of alerting the Indians. As daylight approached on the morning of January 7, the rangers left their horses tied and crept to within rifle range of the Indian camp. Erath counted at least one hundred Indians, and the warriors were all well armed. As the ranger watched the Indians tending to their morning cook fires, a dog trotted up and began sniffing in the direction of the rangers. Expecting to be detected at any moment, Erath decided to attack.




  Though outnumbered, the thirteen Texans picked targets—Erath told them to try not to double up on any one brave—and cut loose with their long arms. Stepping aside from the cloud of smoke, Erath saw that the volley had killed or wounded several Indians.




  As the rangers and volunteers struggled to reload, the uninjured warriors began returning fire.




  If all the rangers had pistols, Erath realized, they could have rushed closer and continued to press the surprise attack. As it was, the Indians quickly understood that they had numerical superiority and moved to outflank the rangers. Soon Ranger David Clark and Frank Childress, one of the civilians, were hit.




  With lead cutting through the branches of the trees, Erath told the rangers to fall back and split into two groups. As the men followed orders, the Indians charged. The lieutenant fired at the first Indian he could get a bead on, standing his ground to protect the ranger retreat. About thirty feet away he saw another Indian. The Indian looked fiercely at the ranger while vigorously working to reload his rifle.
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Erath fired at the same time the Indian did. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




  Seeing this, Erath knew there was no room for precision in his own reloading. Taking no time for careful measurement, the ranger stuck his powder horn nipple down his barrel and stopped pouring when he thought the load was about right. Just as Erath rammed in a ball, the Indian finished loading his rifle and leveled it at the ranger. Quickly shouldering his gun, Erath managed to fire at the same time as the Indian.




  The two adversaries each went down, but only one of them was dead. Erath had put a bit too much powder into his rifle, though fortunately not enough to blow it up. The kick of the discharge had knocked him over.




  “George, are you hurt?” one of the retreating rangers yelled.




  “No, I ish [ich] not hurt,” the Austrian born ranger replied. “My gun knocks down before and behind.” Or so wrote the Reverend Morrell, thirty-five years later. Safe for the moment, Erath soon was in trouble again. Each time he tried to climb out of the creek bed he slipped on the icy bank. Finally, two of his men came to his rescue and pulled him up on the other side.




  The ranger told his men to continue falling back in squads. Executing a classic tactic of the muzzle loader era, one squad fired and fell back to reload while another squad came forward to start the cycle over again. This slowed the Indian attack, but they kept coming.




  Suddenly the Indians charged again. Screaming and brandishing their weapons as they ran, they broke through the ranger line and cut off Erath and his sergeant, who scrambled for safety in a nearby ravine. There they found Ranger Clark, clearly mortally wounded. When Clark saw that the gunlock on the sergeant’s rifle had been ruined by an Indian ball, with another round having bent his ramrod and a third shattering his powder horn, he offered his rifle and gear, but the sergeant would not take it. Erath did not write in his memoir what he and the sergeant said to Clark. Perhaps they assured him that they would come back for him. Maybe, realizing he was dying, he insisted on giving them a message for his family and friends. Whatever transpired, it could not have taken long, because the Indians were moving closer. Running in separate directions, the two rangers managed to rejoin their colleagues.




  As abruptly as it began, the Indian attack abated. When the rangers heard screaming they knew why. The Indians had found Clark. Soon after Clark’s cries died out, the rangers caught a new sound, a chorus of low, eerie wailing. The Indians had begun to mourn their own dead. The rangers ran back to their horses and made for another Ranger outpost on the Little River in what is now Bell County. Both sides had had enough fighting.




  Morrell got the details of the fight firsthand. When the rangers returned with reinforcements to the scene of the battle, they found that Clark had been scalped and his hands cut off. The body of Childress, one of the civilians, sat against a tree. He had died from a gunshot wound, escaping mutilation.




  “But for this engagement,” Morrell later wrote, “this large body of Indians would very soon have been in the settlements below, killing, burning and stealing; for they never came down in such large numbers in those days without desperate ends in view. . . . Now I felt a thousand times paid for my long ride to Washington, amid so much exposure and anxiety. This work was done with the ammunition that I procured on that trip.”




  Erath left the Rangers not long after the Elm Creek fight to continue his career as a surveyor. He laid out the town sites of Caldwell, Waco, and Stephen-ville and served in the Congress of the Republic of Texas and later, after state-hood, in the Texas Legislature. Erath and Erath County were named for him.




  In 1886, blind and in failing health, Erath dictated his memoirs—including his adventures as a ranger and his role in the Elm Creek fight—to his daughter. He died on May 13, 1891, and is buried in Waco’s Oakwood Cemetery.




  A life-size bronze statue of Erath—a surveyor’s tripod over his shoulder and a rifle in his hand—was donated to the City of Waco by a local bank in 1976. Dedicated on June 26 that year, the sculpture by artist Robert Summers has traveled almost as much as Erath did. First it was in Indian Spring Park, then it was moved to the Waco Convention Center. Later, it was moved to the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum in the Fort Fisher complex on the Brazos River at I-35.
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Painting of Erath in his later years. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)










Samuel Walker’s Last Fight





AN ARCTIC COLD FRONT HAD WHIPPED THROUGH SAN ANTONIO THE DAY before, sharply dropping temperatures and bringing the slight possibility of a rare South Texas snow.




  On the near east side, in the old Oddfellows Cemetery atop Powder House Hill off North Monument and North Pine Streets, the north wind rattled the fronds of a nearby palm tree and the blue plastic tarp covering a mound of dirt heaped between two weathered columns of stone as gray as the sky above.




  Dead for nearly a century-and-a-half, Texas Ranger Samuel Hamilton Walker once again was about to be right in the middle of a fight. But this time the battle would be on the pages of a newspaper and in a courtroom—the ammunition would be rhetoric and the law, not Indian arrows or Mexican lead.




  Born on February 24, 1817, in Toaping Castle, Maryland, the red-headed, blue-eyed Walker lived only thirty-two years. Yet he left an enduring legacy—a slender man of average height, he played a major role in the development of the worldwide reputation of the Texas Rangers and had a hand in perfecting a powerful weapon that would bear his name and help win the West, the Walker Colt.




  Walker’s forebears fought in the American Revolution, so it was natural that when he learned of the massacre of more than one hundred U.S. soldiers by Seminole Indians in Florida that he would sign up hoping to join the fray. Mustered into the Washington City Volunteer Company in May 1836, Walker and his fellow soldiers soon departed for the swamps of Florida. After a fight with Indians in January 1837, he gained promotion to corporal in recognition of “exceptional courage” shown in the engagement. By 1838 Walker was out of the military; but he stayed in Florida until 1841, serving as a civilian military scout and later as a superintendent for the Alabama, Florida and Georgia Railway.




  In January 1842, like many other young adventurers, Walker came to the Republic of Texas, landing at Galveston. He may have come to Texas hoping to acquire land or start a business, but for the rest of his life his principal vocation would be fighting. He was good at it, too, but after being taken prisoner in Mexico following an overly ambitious Texas invasion five years after Sam Houston’s defeat of General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, and suffering wounds in three separate Indian fights as a Texas Ranger, he picked up the nickname “Unlucky Walker.”




  On the other hand, when the Mexican government ordered the execution of every tenth man among the Mier Expedition prisoners, Walker drew a white bean. Seventeen of his fellow prisoners pulled black beans from the jar and ended up standing before a firing squad.




  Back in Texas on September 9, 1843, after escaping from Mexican custody along with two other Texans—including the man who would one day deliver his eulogy—Walker soon signed up to ride with the legendary Ranger Captain John Coffee Hays. In the words of a contemporary writer, Texas was “then embroiled with the abrasions of the great Camanche [ Comanche ] race and the minor tribes strewn along her northern frontier.” Mindful of those “abrasions,” in January 1844 the Congress of the Republic of Texas authorized Hays to organize “a Company of Mounted Gun-men, to act as Rangers.”
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Engraving of Samuel H. Walker made for Graham’s Magazine by A. B. Walter in 1848 from a daguerreotype by M. P. Simons. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




  Hays recruited his men in February and March and went to work on the frontier. All the rangers were armed with a new weapon, originally purchased by the Republic for its navy: a five-shot revolver manufactured by a Connecticut gunsmith named Samuel Colt. Walker and the other Rangers soon got a chance to use the new pistols.




  On June 8, 1844, near a creek in the Pedernales River watershed, at a point Hays later described as about fifty miles north of Seguin (no other communities existed in the area at the time), the Rangers—including Walker—tangled with seventy to eighty Comanche and Waco Indians. Hays reported some Mexicans also were in the party.




  This is how Hays described the fight in his official report:






  After ascertaining that they could not decoy or lead me astray, they came out boldly, formed themselves, and dared us to fight. I then ordered a charge; and, after discharging our rifles, closed in with them, hand to hand, with my five-shooting pistols, which did good execution. Had it not been for them, I doubt what the consequences would have been. I cannot recommend these arms too highly.


  




The rangers killed twenty-three of the hostiles, badly wounding another thirty. Hays lost one ranger to Indian arrows with Walker, Robert Addison “Add” Gillespie, and another ranger suffering wounds. Walker later assessed the fight in this light:






  Col J. C. Hays with 15 men fought about 80 Comanche Indians, boldly attacking them upon their own ground, killing and wounding about half their number. Up to this time these daring Indians had always supposed themselves superior to us, man to man, on horse . . . the result of this engagement was such as to intimidate them and enable us to treat with them.


  






  To put it mildly, this battle changed the history of the American West. It marked the first time rangers had been able to fight the Comanches with an effective close-range weapon that did not have to be reloaded after each shot. In firing an estimated 150 rounds, Hays and his men shot fifty-three Comanches in a running battle. The rangers had the frontier equivalent of the atomic bomb on their side.




  The Comanches, though clearly at a disadvantage in weaponry, still proved extremely competent in using their bows and arrows and lances. “In this encounter,” Graham’s Magazine reported only a few years later, “Walker was wounded by a lance, and left by his adversary pinned to the ground. After remaining in this position for a long time, he was rescued by his companions when the fight was over.”




  His fellow rangers took Walker to San Antonio, where he recovered from his wounds. Despite his close call, Walker stayed with Hays until the Ranger company ran out of funding. In 1845, he served in another Ranger company, this one led by “Add” Gillespie. On March 28, 1846, Walker was honorably discharged from the “Texas Mounted Rangers.” But more rangering lay ahead.




  When the United States annexed Texas, General Zachary Taylor led an army into the new state. Taylor set up camp at Corpus Christi and Walker, looking for action, organized a Ranger company to serve as scouts for the federal troops.




  When war broke out with Mexico in May 1846, the battle-hardened ranger provided Taylor invaluable intelligence in scouting between Point Isabel, Taylor’s supply point near the Gulf of Mexico, and Fort Brown, opposite Matamoros, Mexico. News accounts of Walker’s early exploits so impressed the people of New Orleans, Louisiana, that they shipped him a fine horse, Tornado. Regular Army officers under Taylor passed the hat and gave him one thousand dollars in appreciation of his efforts. As the American army began its invasion of Mexico that summer, Walker joined a Ranger regiment headed by Hays. After the Battle of Monterrey, Walker accepted a commission as captain in the Regular Army.




  In the fall of 1846, Walker left the theater of war and traveled to Washington and New York to procure weapons and recruit men for his new unit, the First U.S. Mounted Rifles.




  When Colt heard that Walker was in New York, he wrote a letter inviting the young combat veteran to his shop in Paterson, New Jersey: “I have [heard] so much of [Col. Hays] & your [exploits] with the Arms of my invention that I have long desired to know you personally & get from you a true narrative of the [various] instances where my arms have proved of more than ordinary utility.”




  Walker replied to Colt three days later, writing on hotel stationery what amounted to a product endorsement letter of the first order. Walker recounted the already famous battle with the Comanches in the summer of 1844. In that fight, he continued, and in several “other Skirmishes . . . I can safely say that you deserve a large share of the credit for success.” He concluded: “Without your pistols we would not have had the confidence to have undertaken such daring adventures.”




  When they met in person, Walker told Colt he would like to take some of his pistols back to Mexico. Colt said he had no more Paterson Colts in stock. Over a bottle of brandy—or two—the inventor of the five-shot revolver got invaluable feedback from a man who had used the pistol in life or death situations. A new weapon was born, a heavier, larger-caliber revolver that would fire six shots instead of five. With those changes and a few other improvements, the revolver would be called the Walker Colt.




  Before Walker headed back to Mexico in the spring of 1847, the U.S. Army had contracted with Colt to produce one thousand of the new pistols at twenty-five dollars each. Colt, who had gone bankrupt in 1842 and had no plant of his own, in turn contracted with Eli Whitney of cotton gin fame to manufacture the weapons.




  In a gesture of appreciation for his design input, and the military contract, Colt shipped Walker two of the new six-guns in early October. On October 5, Walker wrote his brother: “There is not an officer who has seen them but what speaks in the highest terms of them and all of the Cavalry officers are determined to get them if possible.”




  Ironically, the awesome firepower Walker carried on his hips proved useless when the enemy had the advantage of shooting first from a concealed position. Four days after writing his brother to express his delight with the new pistols that bore his name, Samuel Walker would be dead. Though legend—and a sensationalized engraving made after his death—had him run through with a lance thrust by a leering Mexican soldier, Walker’s death came from rifle fire.




  By the fall of 1847, American troops had raised the stars and stripes over Mexico City and the Mexican government had collapsed with the resignation of Santa Anna as president. But the self-styled “Napoleon of the West” continued as commander of what remained of his army. On October 9, General Joseph Lane’s force of some one thousand men faced Santa Anna at Huamantla in what would be the Mexican general’s last battle.




  Walker led a vanguard of four companies of cavalry into the pueblo only to find themselves trapped in a counter attack personally led by Santa Anna. The captain was overseeing the movement of his men and two captured cannon into a walled churchyard when, as First Lieutenant Thomas Claiborne later recalled:






  I looked out of a side window and saw Walker with his right hand braced against the jam of the gateway, his left foot on the stone steps his left hand on his knee, looking to the right along the line of the wall. As I observed him, he fell, shot through from left shoulder blade to right nipple. In a few minutes he was dead.




  Another Mexican War veteran later wrote that:




  “[A] . . . Mexican . . . from the window or house top, fired and shot him through the head while another one shot him through the breast from behind a corner. He then fell in the arms of our surgeon Reynolds.”







  Two versions of Walker’s last words were circulated in the years after the battle:






  “I am gone boys. Never surrender! Never surrender! Hand me my six-shooter!”




  Or:




  “I am dying boys, you can do nothing for me now. I’ll never see Texas again. Carry me back to San Antonio and bury me with ‘Add’ Gillespie.”







  If the head shot came first, Walker probably did not have time to say anything before he crumpled in death. Still, Walker’s admiration of and friendship with his old Ranger comrade Gillespie, who had fallen on September 22, 1846, during the Battle of Monterrey, was well known. Perhaps, mindful of his previous close calls in combat and the sobriquet they had earned him, Walker had made known his desire to be buried next to Gillespie in the event he died in Mexico.




  When the rest of Lane’s soldiers reached the village, they carried the day. One of those soldiers, Albert G. Brackett, later described what happened after the fighting ended:






  . . . Placing our killed and wounded in wagons, we marched out of the city. Captain Walker’s body was carried back to the hacienda in a coach belonging to Catholic priests of Huamantla . . .


  At the hacienda, the dead men of our command, were laid out in a row in a room. I went in and there lay Walker with the dried blood in streams over his face, and his faithful slave David who was killed with him, not far off . . . We had no coffins, and a large pit was dug in which all the dead men were placed. Captain Walker was buried alone.







  Colonel F. N. Wynhoop presided at the funeral for the fallen Walker. An honor guard of Ohio Volunteers fired three volleys over his grave. Many of Walker’s men had wept openly when they heard of his death, and they soon exacted a terrible revenge against, as one American soldier put it, “all Mexicans found with firearms in their hands.” No prisoners were taken in a slaughter that in a later era would have resulted in mass court martials.




  Walker was an American war hero. His death was national news, spreading across the world with the fastest clipper ships. In January 1848 The Illustrated London News carried a story headlined, “The Late Samuel Hamilton Walker, Captain of the Texas Rangers.” The author, shown only as “J.B.W” said of Walker:






  He was much esteemed, and beloved by those friends who watched, with intense anxiety, his gallant achievements, in the most hazardous undertakings; and now that he rests in the grave of a soldier, his name is respected, and his daring deeds admired, even by the war-made enemy.







  The former ranger’s remains did not stay in Mexico much longer than the conquering army he had fought for. After the war, Walker’s body was exhumed and shipped to San Antonio, where he was buried in the old City Cemetery.




  Nine years later, plans were made to move Walker again, this time to the Oddfellows Cemetery, next to the grave of his old Ranger colleague “Add” Gillespie. On April 21, 1856—San Jacinto Day—Walker’s remains were reinterred amid elaborate ceremonies in the Alamo City.




  Two monuments were put up. The larger one was an obelisk on a pedestal with the inscription “To the Memory of Capt. R.A. Gillespie & Capt. S.H. Walker by their Comrades in Arms.” A smaller monument, to the rear of the larger one, marked Walker’s grave.




  Mier Expedition veteran James Charles Wilson, one of the men Walker had escaped with from Mexico, delivered a stirring patriotic oratory at Walker’s graveside. Since the event marked the twentieth anniversary of Sam Houston’s decisive victory over Santa Anna at Buffalo Bayou, Wilson spent more time talking about the Texas Revolution than Walker and Gillespie. His speech was a classic stem-winder in an era where a long speech was considered far more important than a short one.




  When Wilson did get around to the two Mexican War heroes, he used the still popular technique of contrasting and comparing the two rangers.




  “I think that Gillespie was more universally a favorite with his comrades,” Wilson said, “while Walker was more devotedly loved by the few friends who thoroughly knew him, though both were highly esteemed and respected by all their associates, and most highly by those who knew them best.”




  Gillespie, he continued, was always “the cheerful comrade and gallant soldier” while Walker “in ordinary service seemed quite an ordinary man; retiring, silent, mild, apathetic, and rather melancholy performing his duties merely from a sense of duty and not that he delighted in them; yet never failing to perform them well.”




  But when the ordinary became the extraordinary, so did Walker.




  “Walker was rapid, untiring, terrible,” Wilson said. “[In action] he seemed to change his whole character and appearance, and arise a new being, entirely superior to himself.




  “Gillespie was brave. Walker had no sense of fear. Gillespie did not shun danger . . . Walker seemed to seek danger; to love it for itself.”




  Gillespie, Wilson said in assessment, probably would lose fewer men in a military campaign. Walker would take chances “which perhaps neither Gillespie nor any other leader in Texas, save himself, would attempt.”




  In the midst of flying arrows or singing lead, Wilson continued, “Gillespie was a brave man and a good soldier; Walker was a hero.”




  When he spoke those words in the Oddfellows Cemetery that antebellum spring day, Wilson probably thought Walker’s memory would live on forever, at least as long as the bluebonnets bloomed in Texas. But in time, the old veterans who knew him or knew of his exploits died off. San Antonio continued to grow and the area around the cemetery became a rough part of town. The cemetery, as were other graveyards in the older part of the city, was neglected, vandalized, and virtually forgotten. Guidebooks to historic sites in the Alamo City did not even mention the Oddfellows Cemetery and the graves of Gillespie and Walker.




  Though Walker never married, and thus had no direct descendants, he came from a proud family which traces its roots to the fighting clans of Scotland. Bilateral descendants were not pleased with how Walker’s gravesite had been allowed to deteriorate.




  In 1994, Tom Burks, then curator at the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum in Waco, was approached by one of the Walker relatives with a proposition.




  “We were asked if we would accept the remains [of Walker] and look after them, and we agreed to,” Burks later said. “We did not initiate the action . . . the Walker family did.”




  A San Antonio funeral home was contacted and arrangements were made to exhume Walker on January 7, 1995. A Waco funeral home agreed to store the ranger’s well traveled remains pending a formal reburial of Walker’s bones next to the grave of Ranger Captain Thomas H. Barron, the Indian fighter who established Fort Fisher on the west bank of the Brazos River in 1837. In the late 1960s the site of the Ranger post had been chosen as the home for the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum.




  The story broke about the intended move of Walker to Waco in the San Antonio Express-News two days before the planned exhumation. Workers had already removed some of the dirt between the two grave markers and covered the hole with plywood. “This catches us in a situation that we are not able to cope with,” Jim Ables, then president of the Former Texas Rangers Association, told the newspaper. The exhumation of Walker, he continued, would be “a loss to San Antonio and a loss to us.”




  Ables said the San Antonio–based association he headed would like to locate the graves of all former rangers and mark them with a plaque, but “We just don’t have the money now.”




  San Antonio historian and longtime newspaper cartoonist Bob Dale was more direct in his comments on the proposed move of Walker’s bones.




  “The city of Waco has attempted to do this to the city of San Antonio on the sly,” he said. “This is a part of San Antonio’s history that Waco is stealing from us.”




  One of the people reading the newspaper that day was Lee Spencer of Spring Branch, president of the Alamo Defenders Descendants Association. She was horrified by a color photograph showing a mound of dirt between the graves of Gillespie and Walker because she knew something most San Antonio residents did not: The dirt probably contained bone fragments of some of the men who died in the Alamo.




  Spencer packed an overnight bag, grabbed a shotgun with only one shell in it, and drove to San Antonio. (She later explained that she intended the shotgun only as personal protection in case she had to spend the night by herself at Walker’s gravesite.) That Friday, one day before the planned exhumation, Spencer got a district judge to sign a fourteen-day temporary restraining order. The state judge set a hearing on a motion for a permanent injunction for January 20.




  The petition filed with the court cited a 1906 San Antonio newspaper story in which August Bzensenbach, then city clerk, said that as an eight-year-old in 1856 he witnessed the exhumation of ashes, bones, and bone fragments of Alamo victims from a site near St. Joseph’s Church on what is now East Commerce Street. Those remains, he said, had been buried near where the bodies of the Alamo defenders were burned by Santa Anna’s soldiers following the fall of the old mission in 1836. Bzensenbach said the remains were reinterred in 1856 “midway between the monuments to Capt. R.A. Gillespie and S.H. Walker.”
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Archeologists working at graveside of Samuel Walker. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




  All of this had nothing directly to do with Walker and his old ranger partner, but Spencer’s court action would delay the scheduled reinterment of Walker until an archeological survey of the site could determine if indeed there were any Alamo victims buried between the two grave markers.




  Meanwhile, based on the publicity and a promise from the city of San Antonio that the gravesite would be cleaned up and protected, Walker’s family decided to let the ranger stay in the Oddfellows Cemetery next to his friend. When the temporary injunction against disturbing the gravesite was lifted on January 16, at the request of Spencer and with the permission of the Walker family, San Antonio archeologist Wayne Cox and twelve volunteers from the South Texas Archeological Society met at the cemetery to screen the disturbed dirt between the grave markers.




  The archeologists sifted an estimated seven yards of soil and then refilled the excavation made before the injunction was issued. They did not do any additional digging. “It was determined that no evidence of any remains from the funeral pyres were present, but several fragments of human bone were collected,” Cox reported. A few coffin nails and a remnant of a gold epaulet also were found.




  Cox said the bone fragments, which he believed to be Walker’s because they showed no evidence of having been burned, were reinterred at the request of Walker’s descendants. In a summary of the incident prepared for the archeological association’s February newsletter, Cox wrote: “As one old-time Texan observed, ‘Walker was a Texas Ranger, if he’d awanted to go to Waco, he’d awalked.’”




  Two years later, after much discussion, the Oddfellows deeded the eyesore cemetery to the City of San Antonio, which agreed to take over its maintenance. The San Antonio Conservation Society paid to have a fence put up around the property and the city used inmate labor to clean up the place. Colt Firearms donated two replicas of the Walker Colt for a fund-raising auction held at the historic Menger Hotel across from the Alamo. Money that event brought in went toward restoring Walker’s grave marker. But before title to the cemetery changed hands, in appreciation for her efforts in keeping Walker in San Antonio, the Oddfellows lodge deeded to Spencer (now Lee Spencer White) four burial plots adjacent to Walker’s grave. “I’ll be buried next to Walker,” she said years later, “but I’m not in any hurry.”












His Friends Called Him Foot





FANNIE BRAMLETTE AND HER SISTER ALICE PERCHED ON THE SPLIT-RAIL fence jabbering like two excited mockingbirds, watching impatiently for their father.




  Finally, the two girls spotted his small spring wagon, painted a stylish green, rolling around a bend in the rutted road that passed their Frio County ranch house. A big man the children knew only as “the captain” filled the seat beside MacHenry Bramlette. The captain’s white beard dipped over the front collar of his long blue military overcoat, a garment stripped of all insignia. His saddle horse, Kitty Sue, and his two hounds, Sowder and Rock, trailed behind the wagon. His rifle, Sweet Lips, lay close at hand in the bed of the wagon.




  His full name stretched almost as long as his six-foot-two-inch, 240-pound body, but for most of his life William Alexander Anderson Wallace was best known as Big Foot Wallace. His friends even whittled that down, calling him Foot. Plains Indians continued to threaten the lives and livestock of the settlers of Southwest Texas in the early 1870s. Bramlette had pulled an arrow from a neighbor whose place had been raided. Now he began worrying about Wallace. The old frontiersman lived alone on Chicon Creek. Whenever news spread of Indian raids in the vicinity, Bramlette rode over to check on Wallace, fearing he had been scalped for sure.




[image: chp_fig_008]


Early engraved image of Wallace. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




Not that Wallace had become a doddering old-timer. He was still on the sunny side of sixty. But even his reputation as an Indian fighter would not save him if a raiding party caught him alone. Not wanting to wound an old man’s pride, Bramlette pointed out how obliged he’d be to have another hand around to share the workload. Finally, he convinced Wallace to come and live with the family, at least until the Indian troubles ended. It turned out, however, that Wallace would live with the Bramlettes the rest of his life.




  “We children always loved him dearly,” Fannie Bramlette wrote years later, “and I think he was one of the kindest and most understanding men I ever knew.”




  A lifetime hunter, Wallace helped supply the Bramlettes with fresh meat. He also worked in their garden. Beyond that, he was something of a surrogate grandfather to the Bramlette children. As a natural storyteller with plenty of material to choose from, he kept the children entertained.




  Wallace was born in Virginia on April 13, 1817. Within a couple of decades, the lure of adventure and free land drew many to the new republic west of the Sabine. But Wallace came to Texas in 1837 for one specific reason: revenge. He wanted sanguinary retribution for the death of his oldest brother, Sam, one of the 330 men under Colonel James Fannin executed by the Mexican army at Goliad in March 1836 during the Texas Revolution. Wallace’s cousin, William, and a more distant relative, Major B. C. Wallace, were shot down in the same massacre. His father tried to talk him out of his grim mission, but the young Virginian swore that he intended to devote “the balance of my days killing Mexicans.”




  Wallace did not spend his entire life as an avenging angel, but he made a good start of it. More than once in the process he nearly got killed himself.




  By the time Wallace reached Texas, the formal fighting with Mexico had ended. He spent his first three years in the new republic obtaining the land bounty his late brother had been entitled to for his military service, hunting the bountiful game he found, and trying to earn a living. Those interests took him to Bastrop, La Grange, San Antonio, and in 1839, Austin, the newly selected site of the Republic’s capital.




  The first human blood Wallace spilled on Texas soil came not as an act of retribution but in the interest of survival. The incident occurred west of Austin when Wallace tracked down a notorious Waco Indian known for his towering height and the size-fourteen moccasin prints he left behind. The brave had an Indian name, but to the early settlers of Travis County he was known as “Big Foot.” Encountering the Waco near Mount Bonnell, Wallace wounded him with a rifle shot. Though the Indian escaped with his life, he lost his nickname. William Alexander Anderson Wallace became Big Foot.




  Wallace liked to say he lived in Texas five years—two of them after becoming a Texas Ranger—before he developed a taste for two of the young republic’s more popular beverages: coffee and whiskey.




  Sometime early in 1840 (no official paperwork providing an exact date is known to exist), two ranging companies, one in San Antonio and one in Victoria, were created to cope with a growing Indian problem. By midyear eleven companies were in the field operating under various authorizations. The men furnished their own weapons and mounts. The companies had inadequate funding and no centralized command structure, but they did not lack for work.




  The captain of the San Antonio company was John Coffee Hays, a Tennes-sean born the same month and year as Wallace. Before taking up ranging, Hays had been working out of San Antonio as a surveyor. He knew the country, and though he had no formal military training, he quickly demonstrated that on some instinctive level he knew how to fight. Hays also had a genius for picking fighters. One of the men he accepted into his company was Wallace.




  Most of what is known about Wallace’s service as a ranger comes from the work of two writers who knew him. John Crittendon Duval published The Adventures of Big-Foot Wallace in 1870, and Andrew Jackson Sowell wrote a book about the old frontiersman shortly before Wallace died.




  Except for the two books, details of Wallace’s experiences with Hays and his men are as scarce as official paperwork listing the men who served under Hays. Though the specifics of their activities are hazy, their three-part mission remained clear: to protect the western frontier against hostile Indians, to safeguard the San Antonio area—and the roads leading to it—from Mexican outlaws and sometimes the Mexican military, and to curb cow-thieving Texans. The Rangers quickly developed a reputation for effectiveness.




  When Hays and his men rode into Austin in 1841, their arrival made news. According to the Austin City Gazette:






   Capt. Hays, of the San Antonio Spy Company, arrived here on Monday morning last. He had pursued a party of Mexicans to within twenty miles of the Rio Grande, he however, avoided engaging them in consequence of the great disparity of numbers; the Mexicans numbering about three hundred men.







  Hays and his rangers were brave but not stupid. When it came to a fight they tried to set their own terms.




  The article in the Austin newspaper went on to carp about the proliferation of cattle thieves in Texas:






  The trade between the Rio Grande and Bexar is represented as being broken up in consequence of the Mexican Guerrilla Bands intercepting all caravans they can lay hands on returning from Texas; while the Texian cow-thieves are playing the same game on all they can catch, either going or coming.




  Could not some plan be devised by which a dozen or two of these cowboys could be caught and punished? They are doing far more mischief to the country than the Mexicans.


  






  Actually, Hays’s rangers were doing something about cattle and horse thieves, no matter their ethnicity: Indian, Mexican, or Anglo. The rangers practiced the so-called ley de fuego (law of fire) borrowed from Hispanic culture. Simply put, they operated as a one-stop criminal justice system. Those suspected of serious crimes against the Republic’s citizens—if they were not killed outright in fighting with the Rangers—were summarily executed. Texas had a nascent legal system, but the drawing of exacting criminal complaints, indictment by grand jury, and the careful weighing of evidence by judge or jury were not always practiced on the frontier.




  Wallace told Andrew Jackson Sowell of one such case of instant justice.


“On one occasion,” as Sowell later wrote the story, “they captured a notorious [horse thief ] named Antonio Corao. Four of the company were detailed to shoot him, namely: ‘Bigfoot’ Wallace, Chapman Woolfork, Sam Walker, and William Powell. The execution took place at the head of the San Antonio River, above town.”




  The old ranger told Sowell that Corao was dispatched sometime between 1840 and 1841. If that time frame is correct, it would have precluded Walker’s participation in the event since he did not come to Texas until 1842. There is no known documentation of Wallace’s story, but why would Hays want to officially report an extralegal act? Considering the conditions that existed in Texas at the time, the story is plausible.




  Some years later, Wallace later related, he was with a group of acquaintances at the old Southern Hotel in San Antonio when a man who was muy borracho came up to him.




  Slurring his words, the drunk demanded to know: “Are you Bigfoot Wallace?”


“Yes,” Wallace replied. “What do you want?”


“You helped kill Antonio Corao,” the man said, crowding in on Wallace menacingly, “and he was a friend of mine.”




  “He was?” Wallace said, pulling a long knife he knew how to use very well. “I want to kill all his friends, too!”




  Word of that kind of attitude on the part of the Rangers spreading across Texas and down into Mexico had a pacifying effect. Late in 1841 the Houston Telegraph and Texas Register noted:






  The spy company under Captain Hays has been very efficient. . . . So great has been the protection and security resulting from the active enterprise of this excellent officer that the settlements are extending on every side around the city [of San Antonio] and the country is assuming the appearance of peace and prosperity that characterized it previous to the Revolution.


  






  The peace and prosperity were short-lived. Residents in San Antonio woke up on September 12, 1842—a Sunday morning—to find the community blanketed in an early autumn fog and surrounded by twelve hundred Mexican troops under General Adrian Woll. While Hays and his men were out on a scout, the Mexican force had marched on San Antonio along the same route used six years earlier by General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna. Woll’s soldiers recaptured San Antonio with ease. Lacking enough men to go up against the Mexicans, he pulled back to report what had happened.




  Woll’s occupation of San Antonio was more a demonstration of Mexico’s ability and willingness to reclaim its lost lands than full-scale invasion. After nine days in San Antonio, Woll proclaimed that Texas was still a Mexican province and returned to Mexico.




  Prior to the arrival of the Mexican force, Wallace and fellow ranger Nathaniel Mallon (later sheriff of Bexar County) were dispatched to Austin for more powder, percussion caps, and lead. When the rangers reached the new capital, a collection of log cabins and milled-wood government buildings on the edge of the frontier, they learned two residents had been killed by Indians less than two miles from town. Fearing a similar fate, no one had yet stepped forward to bring the men’s bodies in for burial. Wallace and Mallon offered to handle the task. Bolstered by the attitude of the rangers, a few volunteers went with them in the wagon.




  After bringing the two bodies into Austin, the rangers headed back for San Antonio via Seguin with the supplies they had picked up. At Seguin, a new settlement on the Guadalupe River, they found Captain Hays, who was there awaiting reinforcements.




  Hays’s rangers soon took part in the September 25, 1842 Battle of Salado Creek in Medina County, an indecisive engagement. Both the Texans and the Mexicans claimed victory. General Woll lost enough soldiers, however, to convince him that Texans did not share his government’s view that Texas remained a part of Mexico.




  For Wallace the battle was the beginning of a series of events that did not have much to do with being a Ranger but had a lot to do with luck—both good and bad.




  Wallace left Hays’s company to join the Somervell Expedition, a Texas invasion of Mexico in retaliation for Woll’s incursion. But the effort never had the full support of the government and became more of a filibustering adventure than anything else. As such, it was the beginning of an extended misadventure for Wallace. When General Alexander Somervell disbanded the Texas troops at the border, Wallace joined another group determined to wreak havoc and seize property in Mexico. They soon were captured by the Mexican army, and every tenth man was ordered executed. The men fated to stand before a firing squad were selected by a lottery. Men who drew white beans from a clay pot lived. A black bean meant death. Wallace drew a white bean, but he and the other Texans were kept until 1844 in Perote Prison, a castle-like structure in the Mexican state of Vera Cruz built by the Spanish in the 1770s.




  Once more back in Texas, Wallace rejoined Hays’s rangers on December 30, 1844. As is the case with most early-day rangers, the holdings of the State Archives in Austin shed little light on Wallace’s service.




  Not long after he took up rangering again, Wallace survived what he later said was the hardest fight of his life, worse than anything he had experienced in Mexico.




  “Jack Hays ordered the Rangers out after the Indians had made a raid on the settlements in the east,” later related F. E. Harris, who as a young man in the 1890s heard many of Wallace’s stories of his days in the Rangers. “They pursued the redskins, who were Comanches, up into the Concho country.”




  Wallace was one of forty rangers who soon found themselves in a fight with hundreds of Indians, Harris said.




  "At Paint Rock,” he continued, “they were surrounded and a fight lasting two or three days took place. When it started Wallace said he made a scout and came back to camp reporting that the odds were against them. He said they fought the whole Comanche tribe, and finally beat them.”




  The Rangers killed dozens of Indians but miraculously had only one man wounded. They fought so hard the Comanches lost their will and decided to leave well enough alone.




  “Wallace told me about this fight under a live oak tree in John Thomas’s yard at Big Foot [Texas] in July 1892,” Harris said. “I know [Wallace participated] for I got a letter from another survivor of the fight who told me that Wallace was

  . . . there.”




  Surviving records show that Wallace re-enlisted three times, serving under Hays until September 28, 1845. Hays’s muster rolls for 1840, the year Wallace said he first joined the legendary ranger captain, are missing, the result of one of several early fires, a theft, or some other circumstance. While historian Frederick Wilkins wrote that he believed “there is some doubt about his [Wallace’s] claims to have been with Hays as an official member of [the 1840] company,” absence of evidence is not necessarily evidence of absence. Barring the discovery of “new” old documents in some collector’s or distant descendant’s estate, Texas probably never will know when Wallace’s service transcended from voluntary to official and to what extent, if any, some of his recollections constituted hearsay or outright lies.




  Wallace’s record as a ranger during the Mexican War is better documented. He went straight from Hays’s company to the 1st Regiment of Texas Mounted Volunteers as a first sergeant under Captain Robert “Add” Gillespie. On June 29, 1846, he got elected first lieutenant, which placed him second in command. He was discharged from the regiment on September 29, 1846.




  Four years later, though the American victory in the Mexican War had for the time being eliminated most problems with Mexico, Wallace went back to work as an Indian

  fighting ranger. In 1850 he was captain of a Ranger company of eighty-six men stationed near Fort Inge in Southwest Texas. When Wallace was appointed to raise the company, the Texas State Gazette in Austin called him “an energetic and experienced old ranger.” He was only thirty-three, and most of his rangers were in their twenties. But the newspaper was dead right in calling the captain energetic and experienced.




  As usual, the Ranger company was created to deal with a pressing problem. Hostile Indians along the frontier posed a grave danger to settlers. Wallace’s company was one of four mustered into service to scout for Indians along and below the Nueces River and above the Rio Grande. Though funded by the state, the Rangers were under the command of the U.S. military.




  In the early summer of 1850, Captain William J. Hardee, commander of Fort Inge, received orders to undertake a major campaign against the Indians. The operation would be a joint federal-state effort.




  Hardee sent Wallace to scout down the Nueces River while regular cavalry worked along the Frio River. The bluecoats encountered Indians first, skirmishing with a small band on July 11. Wallace, meanwhile, rode from the Nueces toward Corpus Christi to check a report of an Indian attack in that vicinity. Finding no trace of hostiles, the Ranger captain received orders from Hardee to move back up the Nueces to Espantosa Lake in present-day Dimmit County: This time Wallace found Indians.




  “Captain Wallace . . . met with a considerable body of Indians on the left bank of the Nueces,” Hardee later reported, making a wild fight sound routine. “They attacked him, and in the encounter Wallace reports to have killed seven Indians, wounded nine, and to have three of his own command wounded. None of the other parties met with Indians.”




  The fight took place at a feature called the Black Hills, about sixteen miles from present-day Cotulla, in late July. As their horses picked their way upriver, Wallace and the nineteen rangers he had with him struggled with an enemy as merciless as Comanches: thirst. Their canteens hung empty on their saddles. Just then they wanted water a lot more than they wanted Indians. But every time they approached a known water hole, they found it bone dry.




  Wallace told his men he was sure they could find water along Todos Santos Creek, which emptied into the Nueces in the Black Hills area. The Ranger captain was right. There was water. Unfortunately for the parched rangers, a band of eighty Comanches had already staked out the water hole. They were not inclined to offer hospitality.




  “Dismount, men,” Wallace ordered. “Secure your horses. Quick!”




  The Indians mounted their ponies and began riding toward the rangers, but they stopped and pulled back when they saw rifles pointed in their direction. Wallace guessed they had expected the rangers to flee in the face of such overwhelming numbers. When the Indians realized the rangers intended to make a stand, it made them more contemplative. Wallace could see their leader, gesturing wildly among the braves for them to attack. The Comanches did not seem to share the chief ’s enthusiasm for an immediate advance on the Ranger position.




  Leading by example, the chief charged toward the rangers until he realized his warriors were not following him.




  As Sowell got the story from Wallace:






  The chief again harangued his warriors and came to the charge, not even looking back to see if they were coming. This time the brave old chief came within gun shot, and seeing some of the rangers about to fire, dexterously threw himself on the opposite of his horse.


  






  Three rifles cracked about the same time and the horse fell dead in its tracks. The chief quickly regained his feet, not being hit himself, and looked for his braves to see if they were coming to his assistance.




  With a heavy muzzle-loading rifle that had once belonged to Jim Bowie, Wallace dropped the chief with a shot that went through both of his hips. When the Indian hit the ground, he let loose with “two loud peculiar whoops,” which the other Indians answered. This time, they charged.




  “For a time,” Sowell wrote, “things were mixed.” After a short but intense fight, the Indians pulled back, leaving several dead. The thirsty rangers rushed to the water hole to get a drink. To their horror, they found it full of maggot-covered cowhides. The Indians had camped there to make lariats and must have had another source of drinking water.




  The captain and ten men advanced to the next water hole. Two wounded rangers stayed behind along with one ranger suffering from a fever and six others on the verge of heat exhaustion. Sure enough, the hole held water. Unfortunately, the Indians held the water hole.




  Returning to the site of the first skirmish, as Sowell later related it, Wallace told his men that he “was going to have a drink of water if he had to fight Indians all day for it.”




  With some of the acutely thirsty men, Wallace returned to the water hole and the Comanches.




  "A battle commenced at once,” Sowell wrote, “but a close charge led by Wallace and [Edward Dixon] Westfall drove the Comanches away.”




  Wallace did not give chase. He and his men threw themselves down and lapped water alongside their horses. After filling their canteens, they rode back to the other rangers and gave them water.




  In the morning Wallace and his men collected all the blankets, shields, bows, and arrows they could find and, along with some horses and mules they had captured, returned to Fort Inge.




  In his report to headquarters, Hardee briefly acknowledged Wallace’s participation in the campaign:




  “The volunteers, with few exceptions, evinced much energy and intelligence, and obeyed my orders.”




  Wallace’s company was discharged on May 4, 1851, but reorganized the following day for another six months. The captain’s departure from the state payroll marked his last service as a Texas Ranger, though as a private citizen and while working as a stagecoach driver along the San Antonio–El Paso route, he would do more Indian fighting.




  An incident near the end of his long life shows that the people of Texas, at least in the final years of the nineteenth century, did not much care whether Big Foot Wallace had fought in the name of duty, necessity, or money.




  “His bearing and address is that of a man who has carried the enthusiasm of youth into old age,” a writer who called himself “Brazos” wrote of Wallace in 1898. “His eyes kindle with a martial fire as he moves restlessly about, never happier than when engaged in telling stories of old wars and desperate hand-to-hand encounters with savage Comanches.”




  Those who knew him best, however, understood that Wallace had not lived to a ripe old age by taking unnecessary chances, even though he never backed off from a fight.




  “Hell, Wallace would get behind a tree as quick as any of us,” former Ranger Sam McCombs remembered.




  Over the years Wallace lost most of his hearing but never his verve. After moving in with the Bramlettes, he was content to stay in Frio County most of the time but occasionally took to the road to visit old friends or attend a reunion. One such trip brought him to Seguin, where he teamed up with Robert Hall, an old comrade from his ranging days. When word got out that the two Texas heroes were in town, a delegation of local citizens showed up at their hotel with a band. They asked Hall to come outside and make a speech.




  “I can’t make a speech,” Hall replied, “but, boys, if you will play me something quick and devilish I will dance a jig.”




  When the band broke out into “his Satanic Majesty’s nocturnal revelry,” as the St. Louis Globe-Democrat later reported, “these two old warriors danced on the pavement like boys, and the people of old Seguin hurrahed and told them that they owned the town.”
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Big Foot Wallace never missed a chance to attend an old-timers’ reunion. (PHOTO BY L .A. WILKE FROM AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




  

  Though he didn’t mind a little dancing or whiskey, in his later years Wallace had taken up reading the Bible.




  “I never saw him in church but twice in my life,” F. E. Harris said of Wallace.




  However, the old ranger did attend the first night of a two-day revival in Frio County. But after Wallace got word that the preacher had said, “I’d rather baptize Big Foot Wallace than Grover Cleveland,” he didn’t come back for the second night.




  By 1898 Wallace was living in the home of Fannie Bramlette, now a married woman with a family of her own. Another guest, though only on a temporary basis, was George Holcombe. He had been publisher of the nearby Devine News but had sold that newspaper and planned to move to Luling to take over the newspaper there. He also had published Sowell’s book on Wallace. While staying with Fannie (Mrs. W. W. Cochran), Holcombe folded the folios and prepared the book for binding.
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Early postcard image of Wallace Museum at Big Foot, Texas in Frio County. (AUTHOR’S COLLECTION)




  Christmas passed and the last year of the nineteenth century began. The old ranger, who had celebrated his eighty-first birthday the previous spring with whiskey-laced eggnog, was not as lively as usual. He had a mild fever and a cold. But on January 6 he told Fannie he was feeling better. He sat outside her house for a spell, leaning his chair against the wall. When he came in, he visited with Holcombe and his old friend, MacHenry Bramlette, late into the night.




  The next morning, Bramlette, Holcombe, and Wallace were talking as Wallace sat on his bed putting on his shoes. Suddenly, Fannie, who was in her kitchen, heard her father’s voice: “Foot, Foot! What’s the matter?” When she rushed into the room, her father and Holcombe were gently laying the old man back on the bed.




  “He’s gone,” Holcombe said.




  Wallace was buried in the Longview Cemetery in Frio County the following day. A month later his casket was disinterred and taken to Austin for burial in the State Cemetery with full military honors.




  A small museum in the tiny Frio County community named in his honor is the only Texas memorial to Wallace other than his gravestone. The marker bears a short epitaph for a tall man: “Here Lies He Who Spent His Manhood Defending the Homes of Texas. Brave, Honest, and Faithful.”






  On January 7, 1999, a century after the old ranger’s death, readers of the Austin American-Statesman ’s obituary page may have been a bit startled to see a vintage photograph that looked out of place in a late twentieth-century newspaper. “Capt. W.A.A. ‘Big Foot’ Wallace,” read the caption under the one by two column-inch image, “Frontiersman and Early Austinite/April 3, 1817–January 7, 1899/Buried-State Cemetery Austin, Texas.” The notice was paid for by a young admirer of Big Foot, Sloan Rodgers of Austin. “I just thought he deserved some recognition,” Rodgers said of the memorial.




  Texas tale teller J. Frank Dobie summed up Wallace’s life best: “He was a mellow and convivial man. . . . Without directing events, he was there when they happened.”
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