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Preface



The Romance of Texas History




When you want to read of excitement read the history of Texas.


It’s mangy with romance.


—Will Rogers





Every year during the month of August, the folks in the Panhandle town of Higgins, Texas, celebrate Will Rogers Day. This twentieth-century humorist dreamed of being a Texas cowboy, and he loved everything about Texas. He loved the size of the state, and often jokingly compared the buffalo wallows in Texas to the Lakes of Switzerland. Although funny, his comparison ventures into the realm of possibility.


And possibility is what the Great State of Texas is all about. Even a cursory look at Texas history shows that truth. Out of a virtual swamp, the Allen brothers laid the foundation for a city that would become the fourth largest in the United States. After losing a house through the devastation of flood waters left by one of the many hurricanes that battle the Texas Gulf Coast, one settler applied his shipmaking and engineering skills to rebuild his house into one that would float. Despite the terrible loss of life at the Alamo and the ensuing psychological punch, the small army of Texas settlers chased after Santa Anna with such vengeance that in eighteen minutes, as if caught in a sea change, the world turned upside down, and the Texans defeated the Mexican army. Today the Alamo is a sacred site, a shrine to heroes honored and remembered the world over.
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Replica of early Texas poster. Vikk Simmons


Anything is possible.


Possibility is the reason we wrote this book. We are curious. We are writers and we love stories. Texas is a big state with a history ripe with stories for the taking. Visiting the places where history has been made, watching reenactments, and listening to locals verify or hoot at tall tales are real treats. The state is so large that the range of stories and experiences is truly vast, and, therefore, we cannot include them all. We hope the stories entertain, the history informs, and your curiosity will cause you to take a second look at that big, wide state begging for your exploration.
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Texas Civil War reenactors during a Civil War Weekend at Liendo Plantation in Hempstead. Vikk Simmons


Mining even one layer of the state’s history reveals a wealth of stories that speak to courage, heroism, and plain old front-porch storytelling. Visiting the settings, the wellspring of such stories, adds an extra dimension to the tales. Who can visit Liendo Plantation in Hempstead and not wonder whether the image of Elsabet Ney, dressed in Grecian robes and knee boots, will greet them just around the corner? How can a visit to the Alamo not cause your soul to grow quiet and hushed in the presence of such hallowed memories? And why are those restless, recurring, bobbing lights still teasing the visitors to Marfa?


The book is structured around the four major cities in Texas, plus the Texas Gulf Coast and the Panhandle–West Texas regions. History ranges from the early dinosaur years to the modern space age era. Piracy and maritime history, as well as the fight for independence and the Civil War are included, but many stories highlight the heroic pioneer and Wild West spirit that accompanied the waves of people that made up the state’s immigration. In addition to a small overall history of the town or area, an adventure in history is plucked from the town’s pages and retold. Adventures continue with suggested places to eat and sleep.


Going to battlefields, farmhouses, log cabins, historic districts, landmarks, and markers, helps us connect with our past, and with the people who lived and died and fought there. In 1862, far away in a cornfield at Antietam, the Texas Brigade suffered immense losses. What made those men fight so far from home? The men and women who have made the great state of Texas have left a legacy that continues to fascinate the world. We hope this book leads you to discover the romance that is Texas.
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Following Texas Trails


From the beginning, trails have crisscrossed the surface of Texas. Whether they’re early trails made by Indians before the Spanish exploration or later trails made by cattle driving and railroads, the land has been a virtual road map. Today Interstate highways and city freeways add a new overlay.


The railroads could make or break a town, but before them came the rumbling wheels of stagecoaches across the state. Stagecoach inns followed. Some were mere log huts, but others were more elaborate. Dr. Frederick Roemer, a German scientist who wrote of his travels in his book Texas (1849), mentioned having to sleep on the floor of an attic. He wrote, “I had just captured a small mattress for my own use and had spread a thin cotton blanket over my chilly frame, when my host assigned another individual, utterly unknown to me, to share my bed and thin blanket with me.” Although the inns once populated much of Texas, only a few still remain standing. The Fanthorp Inn, where Sam Houston once trained his troops in the front yard, is now in the Fanthorp Inn State Historic Park in Anderson, Texas. Two other well-known inns are deserving of visits: the Nimitz Hotel in Fredericksburg and San Antonio’s Menger Hotel.


The Southern Overland Mail Route ran east to west, Sherman to Fort Quitman, through Texas, from 1858–1861. From Sherman, stop at Gainesville, Jacksboro, Fort Belknap, Fort Phantom Hill, Abilene, Fort Chadbourne, San Angelo, Fort Stockton, Fort Davis, Van Horn, and Quitman for a straight throughway. A couple of side trips will include visits to El Paso, the Piney and Pope’s Camp, and the Panhandle-Plains Historical Museum to see an old stagecoach. The Butterfield Line of the Overland Mail Route didn’t last long, only thirty-one months, but stagecoaches covered 2,750 miles of unbroken road. John Butterfield spent an entire year establishing the stations and the wells on the entire route before it could be opened.


Comanches, Kiowas, Apaches, and Lipan gave the early settlers plenty of problems, so the Texas forts were built to help provide military defense for the early Texas frontier. The Texas Historical Commission (THC) provides the Texas Forts Trail Region brochure. The brochures detail eight historic forts “where brave soldiers fought and lived more than one hundred years ago.” There are many things to see, including a variety of battle reenactments and Indian pictographs on the bluffs in Paint Rock. The Texas Forts Trail is full of history. Some of the forts have living history weekends. Someone adventurous might take the route that runs from east to west and include Fort Richardson, Fort Belknap, Fort Griffin, Fort Phantom Hill, Fort Chadbourne, Fort Concho, Fort McKavett, and Fort Mason in his or her travels. Another might begin with Fort Bliss in El Paso and move to Fort Stockton, Fort Davis, Fort Leaton, Fort Lancaster, Fort Clark near Del Rio, and Fort Duncan.


The THC also offers the following travel guides: “Texas Independence Trail Region,” “African Americans in Texas: Historical and Cultural Legacies,” “Texas in the Civil War,” and “Los Caminos del Rio: Legacies of the Borderlands.” For a free copy of any brochure, contact 512-463-6255 (www.thc.state.tx.us). To learn about the Chisholm Trail and explore historic sites across the state, request the Chisholm Trail brochure.


For a different way of traveling across Texas, follow the restored County Courthouses. Most can be found within easy driving distance of San Antonio, Austin, and Dallas. In the early days, becoming a county was important in Texas life. The settlers had to have a completed 150-name petition, and the number wasn’t always easy to reach. If you love architecture and are looking for some interesting photo captures, plan a trip that takes in the courthouses. The Denton County courthouse has several mixed architectural elements, while the 1930 Moore County courthouse in Dumas has eagle ornaments on its exterior. “Old Red” is Dallas County’s famous courthouse. Wander up to Center, Texas, and see the 1885 Shelby County courthouse that has arches, turrets, and buttresses, all inspired by its Irish designer’s homeland’s castles.


For a glimpse into the grand life, plan a trip around the many historic hotels that call forth history and legend. San Antonio’s Menger Hotel, Austin’s Driskell, and Fort Worth’s Stockyards Hotel are but a few. The historic Hotel Galvez is considered to be the first modern luxury resort in the state.


Sometimes the need to jump in the car and drive is overwhelming, or maybe a trip heading away from the rain and in the opposite direction of the thunderclouds is beckoning. Whatever the reason, driving tours are immensely popular in Texas. Many like to follow the old Route 66 and take in Cadillac Ranch along the way. Others go off in search of ghost towns by traveling from Marfa to Big Bend and taking in Plata, Presidio and the River Road, El Camino del Rio, then Lajitas, and so on. With the friendly Texas highway system, road trips are easy. For the dedicated road-tripper, a trip across the state using Interstate 10 is a must. Others like a less-than-straight-and-narrow approach and pick a state highway to zigzag their way across the countryside. Still others enjoy a tour down the Presidential Corridor to take in the LBJ Library in Austin, to the George Bush Presidential Library in College Station, and all points in between, or the Mission Corridor along the San Antonio River. If you don’t like any of those, a tour down Highway 6 might provide some interesting side trips and could take you all the way to Oklahoma.


Finally, a trip through the Hill Country should be on every Texan’s and every out-of-state visitor’s hit list of things to do in Texas. Whatever your passion, Texas has just the right tour. Contact the Texas Historical Commission or take advantage of their fantastic website to help plan your next trip across the big state of Texas.



INDIANOLA: FOLLOW THE TRAIL



——— INDIANOLA, TEXAS ———


Imagine what it would be like to live in a dream city. In its heyday, Indianola, a bustling prosperous town on a beautiful harbor, was known as the Dream City of the Gulf.


Indianola began as Indian Point, nothing more than a piece of land that marked the oyster reef dividing Matagorda Bay from Lavaca Bay. In 1849 the seaport was renamed using the word Indian in combination with the Spanish word for wave—ola. In 1853, the settlement at Powder-horn was incorporated as Indianola, leaving the original town site with the name Old Town. The townspeople flourished; but to overtake Galveston as the area’s premier port, they knew they would have to build a railroad. Despite the intervention of the Civil War, the folks persevered, and the Indianola Railroad ran as far as Cuero. Less than two years later, at a time when the city was crowded with visitors, a terrible storm struck the port city. Nine hundred died and the place lay in shambles. After the 1875 storm, many moved their businesses and homes inland, but some tried to rebuild. Then, in 1880, another storm hit the city. In 1886 a third and final storm pounded Indianola, and the Dream City became a nightmare. In the aftermath the city had vanished, and the few people who did survive vowed never to return. The very sea that had created this vital port had destroyed her. These days Indianola is truly a “dream” city with a pink granite marker the only concrete reminder of its existence.
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Texas Civil War campgrounds set up by reenactors. Vikk Simmons


ADVENTURES IN HISTORY



Adventure was the name of the game, and men and women arrived at Indianola seeking a shorter route to the gold fields of California. From merchants to politicians, many eager to be where the action was, they streamed through the portals of the city. Ships left the port with silver from Mexico, beef hides, and even cattle, including the first beef carcasses carried to another port under refrigeration. However, in 1855 the U.S. War Department made the strangest use of the port when it hauled in at least two shipments of camels. The government planned an experiment: Would camels make better transports of military goods than horses or mules?


The first group of thirty-four camels, both one- and two-humped, arrived at Indianola in May 1856. Their destination was Camp Verde, and they made it there in August. During the fourteen months that one of the men, Amasa Clark, took care of the camels, he gathered enough camel hair from the shedding humps to make two camel hair pillows. Recently a treasure hunter at Camp Verde found a camel bell. Eventually the camels were used to map the Big Bend and the West Texas area. René-Robert Cavelier Sieur de La Salle of the failed Mississippi exploration, the French explorer who was so steeped in his own disaster, became the first to leave his footprints in the sands of Indianola. Today, this same man surveys the ghost town as a rose granite statue of himself that rises above the featureless sands.


ON THE MAP



The Indianola Trail begins in the Matagorda Bay area and goes inland all the way to New Braunfels.


WEEKEND ADVENTURES



Today Old Indianola is mostly under water, and all that is left is a pink granite stone near the historical marker. The marker is now on the shoreline of Matagorda Bay because of the erosion that moved the shoreline further inland.


According to Lone Star Internet—Texas Trails, “Today the tide laps at a few stones of the courthouse foundation. Inches above the smooth sand, outlines of a few shattered concrete cisterns remain. Some fishermen’s homes have come of late, and the state has erected an historical marker.” The trail, leading from the marker to New Braunfels, passes through many towns and counties, all containing historical sites and artifacts from the bygone city. Travel the trail through the towns of Calhoun, Port Lavaca, Victoria, Cuero-Meyersville, Yorktown-Hochheim-Yaakum, Gonzales-Smiley, and Seguin, where you can see interesting Indianola artifacts and enjoy the history the towns offer.


BEST TIME TO VISIT



The marker, while moved several times, is still there to see at any season.


ADVENTURES IN LODGING AND DINING



A wide variety of lodgings is available on the Gulf Coast and along the trail to New Braunfels. As you go down the trail, stop at The BlissWood Bed and Breakfast in Cat Spring, Texas, with its smoke-free environment. Enjoy the turn-of-the-century homes, complete with antiques, settled on over 650 acres of working ranches. Or you might want to stop at the historic Farris Hotel in Eagle Lake. This turn-of-the-century hotel with its antique décor has been refurbished and includes a scenic veranda.


Eating establishments along the trail accommodate a variety of budgets. After a day of antiquing in Cat Spring, Bellville, or Sealy, stop off at Carol’s at Cat Spring and enjoy a fine dinner relaxing at a white cloth-covered table either indoors or out on their covered patio. Enjoy the fresh flowers, antiques, and oil paintings while you sip a glass of fine wine from their extensive wine collection.


FOR MORE INFORMATION



For more on the Indianola Trail, check out the Texas Independence Trail at www.texasindependencetrail.org.



THE SEVEN MUSEUMS OF THE LA SALLE ODYSSEY



——— TEXAS GULF COAST ———


If you’re the type who likes to totally immerse yourself in a story, the ill-fated journey of La Salle is for you. French explorer René-Robert Cavelier Sieur de La Salle dreamed of finding the Mississippi. His search led him across six Texas counties. In a wonderful spirit of cooperation and storytelling, seven Texas Gulf Coast museums have recreated La Salle’s Odyssey with each organization or museum focusing on a different part of the story.


When not at home, La Petite Belle, a half-scale replica of La Salle’s ship, brings the story of the explorer’s foray into Texas to every port upon which she calls. Her portable interpretive panels encourage visitors to travel to the Gulf Coast region and learn about this Texas story.


Although the building housing the Texas Historical Commission Shipwreck Project in 1996 has since been torn down, the memories of that year will not soon disappear, thanks to the Palacios Area Historical Association. La Belle, the ship belonging to La Salle, sunk in 1686 and was excavated from September 1996 to April 1997. All of the artifacts, as well as the hull of the ship, were brought into the headquarters in Palacios before being taken to Texas A&M University for conservation. For further information, visit the website at www.palacioschamber.com/tourist.htm.


ADVENTURES IN HISTORY



In August 1684, René-Robert Cavelier Sieur de La Salle, attempting to find the Mississippi River, crossed the Atlantic with a fleet of four small ships. From the start, tragedy befell the expedition. First Spanish pirates captured one ship. Then, on January 1, 1685, they finally made landfall on the Texas Gulf Coast, only to discover that poor navigation combined with incorrect maps had led the other three ships to an area hundreds of miles from their destination. After they finally arrived, one ship ran aground, and many vital supplies the colonists needed to survive were lost. La Salle’s dream had become a nightmare. One of the ships sailed back to France with those who had lost faith in their leader.


About 180 men, women, and children remained with La Salle. He now continued the search for his dream river on the ship La Belle, while others stayed behind. The remaining colonists interacted with natives, then tried to establish a colony on Garcitas Creek—Fort St. Louis, the first European colony in Texas. Unfortunately, this did not sit well with the Spanish who claimed the territory. They sent an expedition to destroy the colony, but they were too late. By the time the Spaniards arrived, all the fort’s colonists had succumbed to disease and hostile natives. The Spanish buried the French cannons and burned the fort.


In the meantime, early in 1686, La Belle hit rough seas and went down beneath the waters of Matagorda Bay. Finally, his own men had enough of La Salle’s follies, and they murdered him near present-day Navasota, Texas. La Salle and his disastrous expedition would have remained a misty footnote in history except for a curious diver. More than 300 years later, in 1995, this diver from the Texas Historical Commission discovered a bronze cannon bearing the royal cartouche of France. This led to the discovery of the remains of La Belle and drew worldwide attention. Today, thanks to the support from Texans and volunteers from all over the world, the Texas Historical Commission has recovered the oldest French shipwreck in the Western Hemisphere. Texans and visitors alike can share this chapter in Texas state history.


ON THE MAP



The trail of the La Salle Odyssey is primarily in the Texas Gulf Coast area and leads to the various “seven sisters” museums found in Port Lavaca, Corpus Christi, Victoria, Bay City, Edna, Rockport, and Palacios.


WEEKEND ADVENTURES











	•

	The Calhoun County Museum in Port Lavaca shares the story of French colonial Texas. Artifacts recovered from La Belle enhance the insights into the cultural relations between the French and the region’s native peoples. Find out how the natives were caught between the Spanish interests and the French colonization attempt. Contact information: phone 361-553-4689.






	•

	The Corpus Christi Museum of Science and History presents both the beginning and the end of the La Salle story. It begins with what La Salle found when he first came to Texas and the impact of the early European settlement on the land and its people. For those who like exhibits, this museum provides many that interpret the science behind the recovery of La Belle, and the preservation of the hull and artifacts. Contact information: phone 361-883-2862 (www.ccmuseum.com).






	•

	
The Museum of the Coastal Bend, located in Victoria, Texas, presents the story of the first French settlement on Texas soil. A diorama captures the discovery of the eight buried cannons that were unearthed in 1996. Wander through the museum to see artifacts and panels that tell of the uncovering of this long lost settlement. Contact information: phone 361-528-2511 (www.museumofthecoastalbend.org).






	•

	The Matagorda County Museum in Bay City puts the focus on an exhibit of the wreck of La Belle with a life-scale diorama of a portion of the ship showing it under excavation. Learn of the events that led up to La Belle’s recovery and the last devastating adventure of La Salle’s life. Discover how the ship came to rest in Texas and the efforts to save this priceless cultural treasure. Contact information: phone 979-245-1502.






	•

	
La Petite Belle’s home port is in Palacios, on Matagorda Bay. The half-scale ship is designed along the lines of the original and is a fully functional seagoing vessel. Palacios played host to the excavation during the recovery and gave a great deal of volunteer support to the Texas Historical Commission endeavor.






	•

	The Texana Museum in Edna explores the culture of the Karankawa peoples who lived in the area when La Salle and his colonists arrived. See a life-size diorama of a Karankawa home, interpretive panels and selected artifacts, and discover how contact with Europeans radically altered native Texan life. Contact information: phone 361-782-5431.






	•

	The Texas Maritime Museum in Rockport allows visitors to see the crew of La Belle come to life. Explore the museum and learn about the experience of the ship’s sailors. There is even a facial reconstruction, based on the skull of one of La Belle’s crewmen. While there, view interpretive panels interspersed with artifacts that explain the trade of sailing in the age of exploration. See the art, mystery, and science of navigation. The centerpiece of the exhibit is a 1:12 scale model of La Belle. Contact information: phone 361-729-1271 (www.texasmaritimemuseum.org).







BEST TIME TO VISIT



The museums are open year-round, although you might want to plan your trip in conjunction with any annual festivals offered during the year in the various towns.


ADVENTURES IN LODGING AND DINING



Most of the towns will have at least the common chain-type motels found throughout the nation; however, lodging at many historical bed and breakfasts can also be found at the major cities in the Gulf Coast such as Galveston and Houston, or any of the other spots mentioned in the Gulf Coast section. Victoria has an interesting history and plenty to offer, also.


A variety of restaurants is available along the La Salle Odyssey trail.


FOR MORE INFORMATION



Contact the Texas Settlement Region in Victoria, Texas at, 361-485-1570 to learn more and to find out about any current exhibits.



THE SAN ANTONIO MISSION TRAIL



——— SAN ANTONIO, TEXAS ———


Built from 1659 to 1795, Spanish missions dot the Texas landscape. The highest concentration seems to have been in the San Antonio area and is considered to be the highest concentration in North America, as well. Today the San Antonio missions are contained within the San Antonio Missions National Historic Park (www.nps.gov/saan/) and have an annual attendance that is well over one million.


Originally the missions were built in East Texas but later relocated to San Antonio. They served the community in a variety of ways and provided an anchor during a time of constant unrest. Today several of the missions still operate and continue their service to the community and provide the same safe anchor to the locals and to visitors. For many, the park is a historical mecca.


THE MISSIONS OF SAN ANTONIO











	•

	The Alamo—The first mission, the Alamo, is the one with the highest visibility. Alamo Plaza marks the infamous spot where the now world-famous Texas defenders met their fate in their final fight against Santa Anna. With a steady stream of visitors, the chapel is one of the most photographed façades in the nation.






	•

	Mission San José Amphitheatre and Visitors’ Center—The San José is the most garrison-like mission and considered to be the largest and best known of the Texas missions.






	•

	Mission Concepción—This is the most beautiful, and the church looks much as it did two hundred years ago.






	•

	Mission San Francisco de la Espada and Espada Dam and Aqueduct—Located further south along the San Antonio River, the mission was formerly called San Francisco de los Tejas. The dam and aqueduct still work, and the mission’s working farm is also within the park.






	•

	Mission San Juan Capistrano—The mission has an open bell tower, and the church is still in use.
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