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			Introduction

			No matter how sophisticated we think we are, we’re still drawn to the mysteries and legends around us—accounts of things that are as yet unexplained or unsolved. Every region has its own, but the tales seem to fall into familiar categories: lost treasures, legendary creatures or places that have fantastic attributes, haunted sites, and mysterious people. Rounding up over a dozen mysteries and legends of Texas, exploring their roots and sources, and speculating about the “truth” of them has been a challenging and enlightening project. 

			With no premeditation on my part, the chapters in this book seemed to come together in twos and threes: rumors of treasures like those buried by Jean Lafitte along the Texas Gulf coast and those discovered and then lost in silver mines in the Texas Hill Country; legends about the exploits of a white ghost buffalo and a pacing white stallion on the Texas plains; reported sightings of cryptid creatures identified as bigfoot and chupacabra in south and east Texas; accounts of mysterious sights and sounds at natural wonders such as Enchanted Rock and Mitchell Flat near Marfa; ghost stories still circulating in “haunted” cities like Jefferson and San Antonio; and mysteries associated with people such as Sally Skull, possibly a murder victim; Chipita Rodriguez, an accused ax murderer hanged in San Patricio; and Frenchy McCormick, a widow who stayed by her man and became the last living inhabitant in a Panhandle ghost town.

			As suggested in the listing above, I did make a conscious attempt to provide some geographical diversity in the gathering of stories. So there are tales from the Gulf coast, from parts of south Texas, from the southwestern Big Bend country, from the plains of west Texas, from central Texas, from east Texas, and from the Texas Panhandle. Some tales involve greed and later hopes for redemption; some inspire apprehension or simply curiosity; some represent symbols of freedom and independence; some include violence and murder; and one is an outright love story.

			Each chapter in this collection begins with a legend or a reported mysterious occurrence and then offers background and what explanations are currently available in primary source documents, secondary research material, and firsthand interviews. Bibliographies of print and online sources are included. 

			At least one interesting set of connections emerged during the research process. Jim Bowie, who figures in the chapter on the lost San Saba Mine, knew and did business with the privateer Jean Lafitte, the central figure in another chapter. According to one story, Bowie brought treasure with him to the Alamo in San Antonio, as mentioned in yet another chapter. Most of the legends and mysteries detailed in the book have been part of Texas folklore since the nineteenth century or before, but reports of chupacabra sightings are fairly recent and continue to be breaking news stories as people try to decide whether the creatures are a new species or merely rural versions of urban legends. Researchers, meanwhile, continue to pursue serious studies into the possibility that Texas bigfoot creatures do exist. The speculation goes on. And so do the folktales. These are just a representative sample. Enjoy.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Jean Lafitte’s Treasures

			In February the Texas Gulf coast is cold and blustery. The air has a damp chill that penetrates clear to the bone. On just such a day back in the 1880s, an old Confederate war veteran, cold and weary, rode through the fading twilight near La Porte looking for shelter.

			Just as the moon was rising, he saw the silhouette of a house and, before that, a stable. The old soldier led his horse into the stable, unsaddled him, and tied him there; then, carrying his saddle and blanket, the traveler approached the house.

			“Hello!” he called. “Is anyone there?” The only answers came from the howling wind and the crashing surf. He tried the doors. Locked. He found a window that he managed to open, and he crawled inside the house.

			“Hello!” he called again. No answer. 

			By the light of a struck match, he could see that he was in a large room with a fireplace. Beside the fireplace was a stack of wood, and before long he had a fire going. He stood close to absorb the heat and then spread his saddle blanket on the floor. The saddle itself would be his pillow and his rain slicker his cover. Tired as he was, he had hardly lain down before he was asleep.

			He couldn’t say how long he’d slept when he suddenly awoke, knowing that someone else was in the room with him, looking at him. By the dim light of the fire, he saw the figure of a man standing, staring, and somehow beckoning. The man, handsomely fitted out in tailored britches and a short jacket with wide lapels, stood still as death, his eyes unblinkingly arrogant. Yet those eyes had an appeal that caused the old soldier to get up and follow his eerie visitor out of the warm room, through the next room, and into a third. This room was small and barren. The cracks in its walls allowed the wind to whistle and moan its way inside. 

			The ghostly figure spoke: “It is here,” he said, stopping in the middle of the room. “It is here that more gold lies buried than is good for any man.”

			Shivering now, the old veteran looked at the bare floor.

			“You have but to dig,” the specter continued, “and it is yours. I cannot use it. You can. However, it must be applied only to good purposes. Not one penny may be spent for evil or selfish reasons. You must keep the faith; you must not fail on this point. Do you accept these terms?”

			“Yes,” the veteran answered, and his visitor was gone. Still the specter’s words, “more gold . . . than is good for any man,” hung in the air, and the weary traveler made his way back to put more wood on the fire and think his situation over. Before long, he dozed off again.

			And again he awoke to find the ghostly visitor staring down at him. Not so much in anger as in reproach, the specter said, “I need your help more than you can know, and yet you fail me.”

			“The treasure is mine to give,” he continued. “I paid for it with the substance of my soul. I want you to have it. With it you can right the balance and remove somewhat the burden of the guilt I carry because of it. You can give me peace.”

			Once more the specter beckoned, and once more the veteran followed him to the spot where the treasure was buried. This time the veteran would swear he could see revealed to him great quantities of gold and jewels, a treasure beyond anything he had ever dreamed of as a boy. For growing up he had heard the tales about Jean Lafitte’s buried treasures and had planned one day to search for them. With growing certainty, he now believed that his visitor was, in fact, the ghost of the pirate Lafitte.

			The ghost spoke once more: “Do not force me to come again.” Then he was gone.

			The traveler thought about the treasure and the restless spirit who could find no peace. But mostly he thought about the words, “more gold . . . than is good for any man.” He returned to the fire.

			Not really rested, but now more anxious than tired, he put on his slicker and gathered up his saddle and blanket. He went out to saddle his horse, aware that the wind was still wailing and the waves were still crashing. Across the chilly bay, however, he could just make out the slightest promise of light. The prospect of dawn had never been more welcome.

			The old veteran mounted up and rode away—away from the ghost of Jean Lafitte and away from the treasure, away from “more gold . . . than is good for any man.” 

			With or without the addition of guardian ghosts, could any of the many tales about Jean Lafitte’s buried or sunken treasures be true? Those tales single out practically every inlet, cove, and island along the 367 miles of the Texas Gulf coastline as a possible resting place for chests full of jewels and Spanish doubloons or stacks of gold and silver bullion. And this fabled treasure still draws people to come with their tools to dig in the shifting sands on Galveston Island and Padre Island, along the rest of the Gulf coast, and at the mouths of rivers flowing into the Gulf of Mexico. 

			Stories like the one about the haunted house in La Porte have been passed down orally and collected by folklorists for years in Texas, continuing to fuel the treasure-hunting fever. The prelude to the La Porte story, as recounted by Julia Beazley in Publications of the Texas Folklore Society (1924), says that Lafitte and his crew anchored their schooner in Galveston Bay opposite the house in question and that Lafitte and two of his men rowed ashore with a heavy chest aboard their skiff. As soon as the skiff grounded on the beach, watchers from the anchored schooner saw Lafitte blindfold his two helpers before the three disappeared. Two hours later Lafitte returned alone and in a black mood. Too frightened to ask where their comrades were, the remaining men aboard the schooner assumed Lafitte had killed them to make sure no one would know the exact whereabouts of the treasure. Shortly thereafter, according to the legend, the buccaneers left the Galveston Bay area for good, and the cache has never been discovered or retrieved.

			Beazley claims in her account of the tale that it was told to her “by a Confederate veteran who has now passed on.” Ann Malone, former president of the La Porte Bay Area Historical Society, confirms that the Beazleys were early settlers in La Porte and had a house on Galveston Bay, about where Sylvan Park is today. That house was struck by lightning a long time ago and burned to the ground, she said. As to the other house, the haunted one, Malone said that such a house probably existed at one time, but it’s not there anymore. A clerk in the bait shop on Sylvan Beach said that he still occasionally sees people wandering around the park with metal detectors but that in recent years the area hasn’t seen any real treasure-hunting frenzy. 

			Still, La Porte lays claim to “our pirate” and published a version of the haunted-house legend in an article in its Diamond Jubilee Publication in 1964. The article also notes that “one man from a far distance came to seek the cache but after a single night on the spot, quickly abandoned his plans.” From time to time, the article says, a few gold coins have been found in the waters off Morgan’s Point, just to the north, and in the Bay Ridge area, where Lafitte supposedly anchored his schooner. La Porte, a city of just over 30,000 people, is about thirty-five miles north of the city of Galveston, where Lafitte established his Texas headquarters.

			Although much about the life of Jean Lafitte remains uncertain or contradictory, it is fairly well documented that he set himself up as the master of Galveston in 1817, succeeding another privateer named Louis Michel Aury. (Lafitte much preferred the term privateer over pirate, because privateer carries with it some slight degree of legitimacy.) In essence, privateers were sanctioned looters of enemy ships, and Lafitte had the blessing of the ruling Mexican government to go after all the Spanish ships he could catch in the Gulf. The problem was that his men weren’t always careful to check which flag was flying on captured ships.

			Lafitte, accompanied by his brother Pierre, came to Galveston with experience in lawlessness, having first been a smuggler and freebooter in Louisiana. Pursued and threatened by authorities there, he gained a pardon by offering his services to the United States in the War of 1812 with England, and he aided Andrew Jackson in the battle of New Orleans, on January 8, 1815. Having agreed not to reestablish his base of operations in Louisiana, Lafitte scouted for another location and moved to Galveston Island.

			On the island he set up a conclave he called Campeche, or Campeachy, and built Maison Rouge (Red House), a two-story building facing the inland harbor. It too is the subject of a legend. According to the story, Lafitte struck a deal with the Devil, promising that if the Devil would build the house, Lafitte would deliver to the Devil the first thing he laid eyes on the next morning. Then Lafitte had one of his men throw a dog in his tent at first light, and that dog was all the Devil got for his trouble. 
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					Jean Lafitte may have left buried treasure along the Texas Gulf coast.

					courtesy of the Rosenberg Library, Galveston, Texas

				

			

			By early May 1820 Lafitte was once again being hounded by authorities bent on shutting down his Texas establishment, so he abandoned Campeche within a year and burned his compound to the ground. The remnants of the Maison Rouge foundation are still visible, along with the ruins of another building constructed over it in 1870, at 1417 Avenue A (Water Street), near the wharf in Galveston. Lafitte sailed on his flagship to Isla Mujeres, just northeast of the Yucatán Peninsula, and continued his illegal activities until his death around 1825 or 1826. 

			The details of both his birth and death are disputed and have become part of the mystery of his life story. Some biographers claim that he was born in Bayonne or Bordeaux, France, probably in 1780 or 1781. Others say that he was born as early as 1776 or as late as 1790, and they name a variety of other locations—such as Saint-Malo, Pauillac, or Brest in France; Orduna in Spain; or Saint-Domingue (now Haiti)—as possible birthplaces. One biographer even argues for Westchester, New York. By way of documentation, the 1813 registration for Pierre Lafitte’s ship Goelette la Dilidente names Jean Lafitte as captain and lists his age as thirty-two and his birthplace as Bordeaux, France.

			Although most biographers agree that Lafitte died on Yucatán or on an island off its coast, the circumstances of his death are uncertain. Most speculate that he died of an illness, but others describe a more romantic and adventuresome departure from this life: One legend has him rescuing Napoleon from exile, burying the French national treasure somewhere near Port Isabel or Brownsville, and both of them dying in Louisiana; other stories suggest that Lafitte’s own men killed him shortly after they left Galveston or that his entire force perished off Yucatán in a hurricane in 1826; still another tale claims that he changed his name and simply disappeared.

			More than one writer has drawn a parallel between Lafitte and the protagonist in Lord Byron’s “The Corsair,” published in 1814. The closing couplet of that narrative poem does seem fitting for a man recognized among many as a gentleman and onetime war hero who plied the pirate’s trade: “He left a Corsair’s name to other times, / Linked with one virtue and a thousand crimes.”

			Perhaps Lafitte’s most lasting legacy is the abundance of stories describing the buried or sunken treasures he left behind. According to legend, much of the booty is still there for those lucky enough or clever enough to discover it. Yet no one has ever reported finding any.

			Most of the loot was supposed to have been buried on Galveston Island. L. D. Lafferty, a contemporary of Lafitte’s, recalled that Lafitte “frankly confessed that he had enough silver and gold on the island to freight a ship.” Lafitte also reportedly said that he had left enough gold buried in Texas to build “a solid gold bridge across the Mississippi River.”

			Author Gary Cartwright admits to having searched for the legendary Three Trees on Galveston Island, a landmark mentioned as long ago as the sixteenth century by Cabeza de Vaca in his diary. The trees were later a gathering place for the Karankawas, who, Cartwright says, in 1817 “fought a bloody three-day battle with Jean Lafitte’s pirates.” Rumors persist that Lafitte buried some gold at the Three Trees site, and, with the help of a Galveston constable, Cartwright finally found what is now marked as Lafitte’s Grove on private property in West Beach, between Galveston and Freeport. “Over the years,” Cartwright says, “Islanders have turned up small caches of treasure, a few doubloons here, a few coppers there, nothing to speak of.” Yet he couldn’t resist the temptation to dig the toe of his boot into the soft dirt, just in case.

			Two other groves of trees, near where the Lavaca River enters Galveston Bay, are said to be markers for finding buried treasure. Legend says that Lafitte took a compass reading and a bearing on the two groves, called the Kentucky Motte and the Mauldin Motte, after he and two of his men had buried a chest filled with gold coins and jewelry and two canvas sacks filled with silver bars. He made notes in his journal and drove a long brass rod into the ground above the treasure. He never returned.

			Years later, so the story goes, a hired hand watching over some horses and cattle on the grassy marshes near the groves found the tip of the brass rod, pulled it out of the ground, and took it to the ranch headquarters. The rancher, a man named Hill, was familiar with the tale of Lafitte’s buried treasure. The two men returned to search the area, but they couldn’t find the spot where the rod had been. Then in 1870 a turkey hunter found what he thought was a pile of bricks. He picked up one brick and took it with him, only to discover later that it was a bar of pure silver. He too was unable to find the cache when he returned.

			One man, however, may have found Lafitte’s buried treasure chest. Called Crazy Ben, he was an eccentric street character in the 1880s in Galveston and claimed to be an old pirate. He wore an earring and paid for drinks at the waterfront bars with gold doubloons. He had no apparent means of income and lived in a shack near the mouth of the Lavaca River. His story was that he had once been Jean Lafitte’s cabin boy and had witnessed the burying of the treasure marked by the two groves of trees. After he was certain that Lafitte was not coming back to retrieve the gold, Crazy Ben began to make withdrawals from the chest.

			In time, some of those who heard the story followed Crazy Ben in hopes of finding the gold themselves. Apparently, Ben eluded them, until one night when two shadowy figures tracked the staggering Ben as he headed back to his shack. The next morning his body washed up on the shore. Crazy Ben’s throat had been slashed, and no one knows what happened to the treasure.

			Another potential treasure island along the Texas Gulf coast is Padre Island, southwest of Galveston. The northerly dune range of that island is said to contain a fortune marked by a legendary “millstone,” and at least one writer thought he had found it. Ed Syers, author, historian, and newspaper columnist, kept a driving log of a trip he and a friend, Gene French, made on Padre Island in the 1970s. Setting out from Corpus Christi in Betsy, French’s “cabover, four-wheel-drive pickup,” the two men intended only to do some beachcombing and some surf fishing.

			When they reached mile 39.5, however, Syers made this notation:

			Rested Betsy. By accident, uncovered at dune edge, lip of 150-lb., 3-foot diameter, perfect circle concrete slab, 6 inches thick. Treasure hunters take note. Meets specifications for Lafitte’s legendary Padre millstone. We dug like terriers, even skeptical French, found nothing. Lafitte’s treasure, believed a five figure fortune, was cached under a millstone . . . how many sand-shifting hurricanes back?

			Sunken treasures, some still in their ships or on wagons, are said to be in Matagorda Bay, in the gumbo mud of Hendricks Lake, in the brackish Sabine Lake, or in the Gulf itself. Some of those treasures are said to be guarded by ghosts, though less welcoming than the one in La Porte.

			Still, perhaps less frequently now, groups of treasure seekers come, some financed with big money and equipped with sophisticated equipment. They search from low-flying aircraft and even try dowsing. They are serious and optimistic, believing that somewhere—if not beneath the shifting sands and the salt grass of Gulf beaches and river marshes, then perhaps below a highway, a building, or a public park—they will unearth buried riches.

			It should be noted here that Texas has very strict laws protecting all artifacts, treasure, and other objects buried beneath its domain. And those who go exploring on Padre Island National Seashore must go without their metal detectors because the National Park Service prohibits the possession or use of such devices in the park “in order to preserve cultural resources.” In fact, if anyone comes upon any kind of cultural artifact on the island, he or she is supposed to note the location of the object and notify a park ranger. That would, no doubt, include chests full of gold and silver and jewels.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Lost San Saba Mine

			The year was 1756. Don Bernardo de Miranda, lieutenant-general of the province of Texas, was leading a Spanish military expedition northwest from the village of San Fernando (present-day San Antonio). They were looking for minerals, especially precious ones like gold and silver, and they were trying to determine how many Indians were in the area. It was slow going back in those days, especially in February in the rain, and they had traveled only about ninety miles in eight days when they set up camp near Honey Creek, which fed into the Llano River.

			Most of the men were happy to rest themselves and their horses in camp, but Miranda and some of the would-be miners in the expedition decided to go exploring. They crossed the Llano River and began scouting north. After traveling some fifteen or twenty miles, they came to a low red-colored hill on the San Saba River and began investigating the canyons and ravines extending from it. They came across a natural cavern in one of them. Miranda took a few of his soldiers and stepped inside. They hadn’t gone far with their lighted torches when they saw it: silver, in thick veins. The riches were here, just as they had hoped. 

			The minute Miranda got back to San Fernando, he filed a report with his superiors in Mexico City describing the silver discovery in the cave he named La Cueva de San Jose del Alcazar and including samples of the ore. In his report Miranda predicted that the mines in the Cerro del Almagre (Red Hematite Hill) “are so numerous that I guarantee to give to every settler of the province of Texas a full claim. . . . The principal vein is more than two varas in width and in its westward lead appears to be of immeasurable thickness.” A vara is a measure of length varying between about thirty-two inches to about forty-three inches, so the vein of silver would have been wider than six feet. As evidence of his findings, he produced more than three pounds of ore to be assayed. It tested at about ten ounces per hundredweight. Miranda pressed for permission to set up a presidio, a fortress for protection from Indian attack, and to begin mining and smelting the silver. Before the permission came, however, he was sent on another military expedition to the missions near the Sabine River in east Texas and never returned to command the presidio or to realize any riches from the mine he claimed to have discovered.

			The wheels of government continued to turn, however slowly, and a presidio was finally established, actually to protect a mission, not far from the San Saba River, but quite a distance from Miranda’s silver-laden cavern. First called San Luis de las Amarillas and later Real (Royal) Presidio de San Saba, the fortress was apparently undermanned and undersupplied; as it turned out, it didn’t even effectively protect the Mission Santa Cruz de San Saba. The mission priests, meanwhile, claimed that the Lipan Apache they hoped to convert to Christianity had been working a silver mine of their own in the nearby hills. Before long, legend has it, the priests too got into the mining and smelting business, until a warring party of Comanche, some 2,000 strong, attacked the mission in 1758 and killed all but two people. That marked the end of the Spanish-Mexican government’s search for silver in the area, and the mine or mines were lost.

			Or were they? For that matter, did they ever exist in the first place? 

			Easily the best known searcher for the lost San Saba mines was Jim Bowie, destined to be remembered for his distinctive knife and as one of the fallen heroes at the Alamo. According to one story, Bowie heard about silver brought by Lipan Apache to San Antonio. He was determined to find its source. Reportedly, Bowie befriended the Apache chief Xolic, gifting him with an expensive rifle. He lived among the Apache until he was regarded as a brother. In time Bowie learned the whereabouts of the Apache silver mine and abandoned the tribe to return to San Antonio. There he mounted his own expedition in 1831 to mine the silver. Camped at the site of the old Spanish mission, by now in ruins, Bowie and his men supposedly extracted large quantities of ore from the Apache’s mine and hauled it by burro to San Antonio. However, Bowie’s treasure seeking was thwarted by attacking Apaches, whom Bowie had allegedly betrayed. Somewhere along Calf Creek or Silver Creek, Bowie and his party had to take cover and fend off the attack, which lasted for several days. They lost one man, and the rest made it back to San Antonio. Whatever long-term mining plans Bowie might have had ended on March 6, 1836, when he died at the Alamo.
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					Jim Bowie’s name is often linked to the lost San Saba mine.

					The State Preservation Board, Austin, Texas

				

			

			Also in the early 1830s a man named Harp Perry and several Mexicans brought twelve burro loads of silver bullion into San Antonio, converted the silver to coins, and made large deposits in area banks. Reportedly, Perry and a couple of his friends operated a mine near the Little Llano River, extracting mostly silver but also finding some gold in nearby rocks. They built a crude smelter some distance from the mine and poured molten silver and gold into molds made from hollowed-out cane growing along the river bottoms. Perry and his partners are said to have buried some of the bullion—up to 1,200 pounds of it—in the area. They marked the site by pounding a big rock into the knothole of a large pin oak tree near the cache and in a direct line from a spring.

			The Comanche, once again unhappy to see their traditional hunting grounds overrun with settlers and determined to drive the newcomers out, put a stop to Perry’s operation. In 1834 a large war party attacked the miners. Only Perry and two others escaped. Perry went south to Mexico, married, and lived comfortably on his deposited wealth for many years.
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