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PART I



Sailor on Horseback
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Captain Richard King


(Courtesy of the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Foundation, Fort Worth, Texas.)
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The Myth







The Land Nobody Wanted


The Texas cowboy calls it the brush country or the chaparral. The Texas vaquero speaks of the brasada or the monte. The Anglo-Americans who came to Texas in the early 1800s called it Wild Horse Desert. To the Texas Rangers, who had to bring the law to it, it was the Nueces Strip.


History and legend name it El Desierto de los Muertos, the Desert of the Dead.


With reason.


The Coahuiltecans were the first Indians known to have lived there. In order to survive its harsh conditions, they had to evolve a culture unique in Texas history and almost unique in North America. They became simple gatherers who grubbed for their food—spiders, ant eggs, lizards, rattlesnakes, worms, insects, and rotting wood. If they caught a fish in the brackish water of the lagoons, they set it in the sun for several days to collect flies to breed maggots. When it was crawling and stinking, they ate the enriched food with gusto.


When the water was too brackish or water holes dried up entirely, they sucked liquid from the prickly pear.


They ground flour out of agave bulbs and maguey, sotol and lechuguilla. Only maguey, the word for century plant, appears in ordinary Spanish dictionaries. It refers to the spiny leaves of the plant.


More specialized dictionaries list the others. Agave was another word for century plant referring to the entire plant. In this case, the bulb would have been gathered before the plant could bloom and die. Lechuguilla was simply another cactus.


Fermented drinks were very popular probably because most of the water sources were brackish. Sotol is variously yucca and Spanish dagger. The Coahuiltecans fermented it and made a kind of pulque, much like what is still drunk in Mexico today.


They also made a drink fermented from red laurel beans. For purposes we can only suspect, they made a mildly hallucinatory tea from peyote cactus.


Out of the dung of deer and out of their own feces, they picked seeds, then roasted and chewed them. These they referred to as the Second Harvest.


The Coahuiltecans moved about the semiarid land in small familial bands. The climate was hot and dry from March through November. The other three months were cold and wet only for short periods of time. They developed no effective weapons nor protective cover. No large predatory animals lived in El Desierto de los Muertos. No other peoples threatened them because no one else wanted the land they moved through.


They practiced infanticide, killing girl-children because they believed their land was already overpopulated. What they killed, they had no compunction about eating.


Nevertheless, with good reason they feared the people from the northern curve of the Gulf Coast. The Karankawas, the eaters of men, were famous for their savagery and bestiality. Naked, because they had no means of acquiring nor making clothing, they coated themselves with mud and foul-smelling fish oil as a barrier against the prevailing winds off the Gulf and the swarms of disease-bearing mosquitos. Legendary cannibals, they were supposed to have captured little children and eaten them as they moved nomadically about the coastal plain.


The Spaniards gave the Karankawas a wide berth. The padres built two missions along the coast but quickly moved them inland when the warlike Karankawas attacked.


Likewise, they built no missions in El Desierto de los Muertos. The semidesert was too arid and inhospitable. Though they fed the Coahuiltecans who wandered northward toward San Antonio, when they tried to teach them Christianity, the simple people couldn’t grasp the concepts. When the churchmen wanted to put them to work, the Indians quickly drifted away.


The holy men did not pursue them with any vigor. They were interested in Christianizing Indians with at most a moderate level of barbarism.


So the Coahuiltecans continued their primitive ways until the beginning of the nineteenth century when Anglo-American expansion into Texas drove the Karankawas south into the semidesert. There the bigger, fiercer peoples struck terror among the unarmed, unorganized groups of gatherers whom they killed or drove south of the Rio Grande.


The Karankawas’ cannibalism is disputed today, since none of the Spanish explorers actually witnessed them at such a meal and lived to tell about it. However, given the semidesert conditions and the lack of large game animals to support true hunting, the chances are good that they, like the “peaceful” Coahuiltecans, ate what they could find.


Even the great buffalo herds didn’t venture south of the Balcones Escarpment. The heat was too intense for their shaggy bodies covered in curly brown fur. The land was too dry for a herd to find enough water to drink, much less to wallow in.


But even the land nobody wanted could be put to use by desperate men. In the Bourbon kingdom of Spain, in 1805, a desperate man ruled. King Carlos IV needed as many supporters as he could rally for his feeble monarchy. More to the point, he was alarmed by the rumblings of revolt from his subjects in Mexico as well as those in the rest of Central and South America. Hoping for the support of the wealthy Spanish-Mexican rancheros, he gave away many leagues of land where the Karankawas roamed.


His grants were crackling rolls of parchment written in elegant script, stamped and over-stamped with the imperial crowns and the castles and lions of Castile and Aragon. What did they really delineate? One survey names landmarks such as “La Laguna Escondida,” translated as The Lost Lagoon, and “The Boundary called El Lobo,” The Wolf. Did anyone actually know where those landmarks lay? Did anyone care?


The men to whom one of these grants was given in 1806 lived safe and prosperous on the southern side of the Rio Grande. Don José Lorenzo de la Garza and his two sons José Domingo and José Julian lived in Camargo on the southern side of the river they called the Rio Bravo.


In 1808 they actually tried to take possession of their new property, 53,000 acres of the brasada that comprised the grant named De la Garza Santa Gertrudis. They built houses and corrals. They moved herds northward and put herdsman on the range to work.


In 1814 Don José Lorenzo was killed while shaking hands with the Indians. Thereafter, his sons made no effort even to ride over the lands. The buildings were abandoned. The herds were driven back to Mexico or allowed to escape. Let the Karankawas keep their Desert of the Dead. To the landowners’ eyes it was worthless as perhaps King Carlos himself was. His gift was a token only.


To members of a civilized society, the land was untenable. It would probably have remained as it was except that it was still overrun with tough animals from the semi-deserts of Africa and Spain. The first cattle, whose great long horns looked much like those of the cattle in Egyptian tomb paintings, came with Columbus in 1493. The first horses, Barbs from Morocco and Andalusians from southern Spain, came with Cortéz.


From those few and countless others imported as the Spanish came in fleets to find Aztec and Inca gold, great herds evolved. The animals adapted easily to the land so like their own. Rancheros bred their own herds all across Mexico. When some strayed, were lost, or were stolen, the toughest stallions collected their own bands of mares. The strongest bulls sired the most calves. Across the Rio Bravo they swam. The Desert of the Dead was life to them. Unchecked by natural predators, they roamed the land nobody wanted during the two-decades-long war for Mexican independence from Spain.


In 1834 a grant for the Rincón de Santa Gertrudis was issued for Juan Mendiola, also of Camargo, but he never took possession of his “hidden valley” of 15,500 acres. By that time a new group, the Texans, were ranging over Wild Horse Desert. They were determined to gain independence from Mexico.


After Texas declared itself a republic on March 2, 1836, four days before the Alamo fell, Thomas Jefferson Rusk, its first secretary of war, realized Texas could not feed its volunteer troops. He detailed men to rustle herds of Mexican beeves south of the Nueces.


So began the legend of the cowboys. For months thereafter bands of ten to fifteen horsemen, young and wild, armed with Bowie knives and muzzle-loaders, would cross the river to rustle as many as two hundred head of cattle at a time. Since the longhorns were half wild and dangerous, they didn’t herd well.


The cowboys would cut the throat of the herd bull and bunch the rest. Then they would set the herd to running. They would swing their slickers and lariats and yell like banshees. For as long as twenty-four hours, or until the cattle were exhausted and all pursuit abandoned, they would stampede the leaderless cattle through the brush and back across the river.


Their destination was the loading pens at Goliad, seventy-five miles north of the Nueces, where anti-Mexican emotions ran highest. There Colonel Fannin and over four hundred soldiers had surrendered. On March 27, 1836, they were marched out and shot down by Mexican troops acting under orders from the Mexican dictator General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna.


On April 21, 1836, the Texans won their independence. General Sam Houston secured it by capturing the general at San Jacinto. The Republic of Texas was born.


The cowboys, however, did not stop their raids because Mexico did not recognize her upstart neighbor to the north. She was determined not to give up one square foot of land easily. For nine years the southern boundary of the new republic was disputed.


The Mexicans declared it to be the Nueces River north of El Desierto de los Muertos that the Texans commonly called Wild Horse Desert. The Texans claimed the boundary was the Rio Grande, which Mexico called Rio Bravo.


Between the Rio Grande and the Nueces lay one hundred forty miles of seacoast bordering more than two hundred miles of semidesert. These were thousands of square miles that no one cared about, except as a matter of principle.


For most of the nineteenth century, sorties of los diablos Tejanos or Texians or Texans attacked or were attacked by Mexicans whenever they stumbled across each other. The desert was uninhabited except by the hated and feared Cronks (the Karankawas), who added their savage ambushes to the murderous mix.


Only south of the Rio Grande at Camargo, Reynosa, and Matamoros, and in Brownsville on the north, settlements were growing. People thrived in the delta of the big river just as they do today.


How much longer the land would have been disputed can only be guessed. Perhaps no one would have cared to press the matter had not President John Tyler of the United States annexed the Republic of Texas in 1845.


The young Republic claimed all the land north and east of the Rio Grande not already included in the Louisiana Purchase. This included much of present New Mexico and part of Colorado. It further implied that the land west of the river—the remainder of New Mexico, Arizona, and California should also belong to the United States.


The Mexican government was outraged.


Political wits of the time noted ironically that, “Tyler got the glory, while Polk got the war that made Taylor president.”


In 1845 General Zachary Taylor, “Old Rough and Ready,” in his palmetto hat and plain blue frock coat without brass buttons, landed at Corpus Christi at the mouth of the Nueces. The cry from Washington was “Manifest Destiny.” It was the duty of Congress to settle the West. Many legislators made speeches stating that the United States should rule all of the North American continent. Talk ran high that Mexico, herself in a state of political turmoil, should be annexed.


By order of President Polk, in January 1846 Taylor advanced his troops, all 2,288 of them, to what was to become the undisputed boundary of the United States—the Rio Grande. Though outnumbered, he committed his men to battles at Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma. Victorious at both, eventually, he crossed the Rio Grande and won at Buena Vista outside Monterrey.


To hold the delta and occupy northern Mexico, Taylor needed supplies. Riverboats were commissioned to carry material from the supply depot at El Paso de los Brazos de Santiago, translated as The Pass of the Arms of Saint James. They were paddle wheelers suitable to hug the coast for ten miles to La Boca del Rio, The Mouth of the River, then sail up the Rio Grande to Camargo. There their cargos and reinforcements could be transported overland to Monterrey, where General Taylor was preparing to do battle to capture the city.


One of the many men to answer Taylor’s call for the flotilla was Captain Mifflin Kenedy. A Pennsylvania Quaker with a head for making money, he had migrated from Florida, sized up the situation, and promptly sent for the ambitious, young friend who later became his partner.


Twenty-three-year-old Richard King received his first orders from the U.S. Army Quartermaster’s office in Brownsville, Texas, June 13, 1847. He reported for duty as one of three second pilots on the recently commissioned sternwheeler Colonel Cross.


He served just seventeen days before he was transferred to act as first pilot on the Corvette, another sternwheeler. The willingness to dare, to put himself in harm’s way, brought him there. Later he was transferred back to the Colonel Cross as its captain. Shortly afterward he celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday.


In November 1847, eight months after the battle of Buena Vista that had secured all of northern Mexico for America, the Colonel Cross carried General Zachary Taylor back downriver from Carmargo to his own manifest destiny—the White House.


In February 1848, by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the United States of America paid Mexico $15,000,000 and assumed Americans’ claims of another $3,250,000 in exchange for the states of California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, parts of New Mexico, Colorado, and Wyoming.


Manifest Destiny became “from sea to shining sea.”
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The Riverman


Unfortunately for Richard King, the steamboats on the Rio Grande were no longer needed. Decommissioned, the Colonel Cross rotted for a year at Brazos de Santiago while its young captain ran a flophouse and grogshop where he was the proprietor, bedmaker, bartender, and bouncer. Leading this unsavory life, he bided his time until the treaty was signed. At that time the U.S. Quartermaster put the flotilla up for sale.


For $750 King bought the Colonel Cross, a ship for which the government had paid $14,000. He was back in business hauling goods out of rich central Mexico down the Rio Grande to the Gulf of Mexico. As captain of his own ship, he became part of the Manifest Destiny of the newest area of the United States of America.


Operating a single vessel as owner-master-pilot had advantages. King did all that work himself. He could read and write. He had taught himself to cast accounts. He kept his own books and answered to nobody. He cut his payroll to a cook, an engineer whom he assisted when the need arose, and more than a dozen Mexican stokers and deckhands, among them a giant of a man, young and strong and looking for a jefe to attach himself to. His name was Faustino Villa, and he remained at King’s side all of the captain’s life.


King had enough business to operate the boat twenty-four hours a day. A typical voyage would require him to pick up cargo at Camargo—pig lead, hides, mules, salt, bones and tallow, bales and sacks of wool. Loaded with raw materials, he sailed down to Boca del Rio where he transferred the cargo onto Gulf steamers.


There he picked up manufactured goods—mining machinery, tools, wagons, harnesses, dry goods, tobacco, wines and liquors, rough-sawed lumber, bales of cotton—everything and anything necessary to rebuild war ravaged Mexico.


At the end of the return trip, his partner Mifflin Kenedy carried the goods by mule train into the interior and returned with saddlebags full of Mexican silver profits. The peso—legal tender in Texas until 1857—was of a higher grade of silver than its equivalent American dollar. Kenedy sold it as bullion and made yet another profit.


But King wasn’t getting rich. The Colonel Cross was too slow, too small, too light, and required too much money for repairs. The same was true of the other boats operating on the Rio Grande. King was getting discouraged.


Then Kenedy saw an opportunity to go into business with Charles Stillman, a prominent merchant and trader, of Matamoros. He suggested to King that all three men go into the shipping business together.


King was tired of the old decommissioned riverboat. He had discovered through bitter experiences that it hadn’t been well built in the beginning. Moreover, it was unsuitable for the river it was expected to navigate on. Its draft was too deep for the mud skimming the Rio Grande required in too many places along its looping, twisting length.


Half the old boats that had been decommissioned a year before were already out of business. The Colonel Cross was bound in that direction sooner than later. King was tired of working twenty-four hours, seven days a week. He was ready to go to California where gold had been discovered.


His partners knew he was too valuable to lose. Mifflin Kenedy talked to him. Charles Stillman, the eighteen-year-old son of wealthy Connecticut Yankee Francis Stillman, who had purchased many of the remainder of the decommissioned vessels, talked to him. James O’Donnell, the captain in charge of the remaining vessels, talked to him.


Still King saw many problems. He argued that they ought to sink all the boats and start over again with two different fleets—one for the Gulf and one for the Rio Grande. They ought to build warehouses for their goods. They ought to build docks to load properly. They ought to build a terminal to handle business transactions as well as passengers.


He drew them diagrams of the two different kinds of ships they needed. Stillman put up the money. Mifflin Kenedy left for Pittsburgh by way of New Orleans to commission the ships to be built according to King’s recommendations.


Still, Richard King was casting restless eyes toward California, until one seemingly ordinary day in February 1850.
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The Rio Grande delta is hot three hundred sixty days a year. The other five days the temperature may drop below freezing for a few hours. Usually during the winter months, a blue norther whistles in, dropping the temperature to forty degrees Fahrenheit. Everyone throws an extra quilt on the bed and dresses in the cold the next morning.


By noon, the Gulf breezes have collided with the cold front and driven it back where it came from or warmed it until it is merely a breath of coolness beneath an overcast sky. The sun comes out and everything warm becomes hot.


The river was mud-brown and low. The Rocky Mountain snows hadn’t melted yet and filled it to the banks. Undoubtedly it stank of the refuse dumped into it by all the villages and towns for miles along its length.


On such a day, Captain King gave a hard left rudder and steered the Colonel Cross around the last bend toward the Brownsville riverfront. At the slip where he usually moored, one of the old U.S. Quartermaster boats had taken his spot. It was the Whiteville, a boat old when the navy had commissioned her.


Not only was it moored at what he considered to be his slip, it was blocking his way.


He blew his whistle again and again. Nothing happened. Nothing moved.


Out of the wheelhouse he shot, turning the air blue with his curses. He bellowed at the anchored vessel calling her a filthy, rat-infested tub. To the dockhands watching open-mouthed, he yelled that she ought to be hauled out into the middle of the Gulf and sunk or sold for the scrap lumber and equipment she carried.


He demanded to know who had the gall to tie “that goddamn tub” there in the way anyhow?


Faustino Villa tried to warn him. While King was upriver, the Whiteville had been bought for a houseboat and rented to the Presbyterian preacher. The Reverend Hiram Chamberlain had come from Tennessee to establish the very first Protestant church on all the length of the Rio Grande.


The information only made King more irate. He cleared his throat to let fly with his opinions of preachers and churches.


Then a door opened. A young lady stepped out of the Whiteville’s cabin.


Across the curling brown water in the bright sunlight, they saw each other for the first time. Miss Henrietta Maria Morse Chamberlain, the minister’s seventeen-year-old-daughter, and Captain Richard King, the twenty-five-year-old self-made, self-taught orphan from the streets of New York.


The family stories don’t tell what she was wearing that afternoon. It was probably a simple cotton or wool dress, high necked and long-sleeved with lace or ruching at the throat and wrists. Beneath the tight-fitting waist the full skirt would have belled out over modest crinolines. She might have worn a small hoop.


Because she was still a maiden lady, her long hair might have been caught back with side combs or tied with a ribbon so it hung down her back. Since she never would have cut it, it probably hung almost to her waist. She would have worn no makeup. A modest young lady in those times might have dusted herself lightly with body powder after her bath, but that was the extent of her coverup. She definitely would not have been tanned by the bright Texas sun. No lady would ever allow her delicate white skin to become sallow.


Undoubtedly, she was as different from the women King was used to seeing as day from night.


Undoubtedly, he looked the same to her.


He might have been wearing his billed cap or hat, but he’d probably left his coat in the wheelhouse, or even in his cubbyhole below. Because of the heat of the day, he might have had his shirt sleeves rolled up above his elbows. His pantlegs would have been rolled up too. His feet could have been bare.


Grime from the smokestack probably darkened his face and clothing. He’d sweated until great dark rings stained the material of his shirt beneath his armpits and in the middle of his back. He wouldn’t have shaved on his trip. Perhaps he had several days’ growth of beard.


His Irish blue eyes, wide with amazement and then with embarrassment, would have stood out like sapphires if she’d been looking at them.


According to the family story, she didn’t like what she heard, and she liked what she saw even less. He was filthy and sweaty. His skin was dark as old oak. Moreover, his language was obscene.


To her, he looked like everything she had come with her father to reform and civilize.


To him, she looked like everything he’d ever wanted. Pretty as only a fresh-faced, gently reared girl could be. Outraged, as only a minister’s daughter could be.


She looked his boat over. Then in ringing, righteous tones, she told him to look to himself if he wanted to see filthy and rat-infested. She wasn’t surprised, she declared. His demeanor and language were examples of everything about him. She tossed her head, turned on her heel with a swish of her skirts, and strode back into the cabin.


He stared after her as if he’d seen his future. All thoughts of California and gold vanished from his mind. He was interested in one thing only. The minister’s daughter. And being worthy of her.


But first he had to meet her properly.


To secure an introduction, he turned to his friend Mifflin Kenedy, himself an upright and sober Quaker. If Kenedy couldn’t organize a proper meeting—


King couldn’t think beyond that point.


Kenedy grinned at his partner, earnest, uncertain, stammering for one of the few occasions in their long friendship. He could introduce his friend to Miss Chamberlain at a prayer meeting and church social Wednesday evening aboard the Whiteville.


In his whole life King had never been to a prayer meeting much less a church social. Back in New York, he’d run away from his apprenticeship when he was eleven years old. He’d signed on as cabin boy on the Desdemona bound for Florida and the Gulf waters of Mobile Bay. He’d had only eight months of formal schooling in his entire life. He’d run a flophouse and grogshop. He’d knocked men around with his fists.


He probably ran his hand through his long, unkempt black hair and shook his head.


He was temporarily reprieved from the awful fate of the Presbyterian Church. Before he could work up nerve enough to attend prayer meeting, he and Kenedy happened to come face to face with Miss Chamberlain on the street. Kenedy performed the introductions.


She recognized Richard King immediately as the profane riverboat captain who’d blown his whistle at her. Her brown eyes must have narrowed as she studied him. She was a minister’s daughter. Did she recognize a soul to save?


Now that he’d seen her up close, he wanted her more than ever.


Thereafter he attended prayer meetings and attached himself to her whenever he could. The Reverend Hiram Chamberlain wasn’t pleased. He had much godlier aspirations than a riverboat captain for his refined Christian daughter.


But she was her father’s child. She remembered a letter he’d once written to her while she was away at boarding school and desperately homesick. He told her to quiet her fears and fill her mind and spirit with “noble resolution,” to make it the foundation of her life.


With such spirit and mind she regarded Richard King. With noble resolution, she would civilize and Christianize him.


The two ships King had designed arrived, and a Kenedy dock was built at White Ranch at Brazos de Santiago. The big Grampus could load cargo there and deliver the cargo to the little Comanche for any point upriver on a through bill of lading. Shippers’ expenses were cut in half. Soon the other operators on the river found they couldn’t compete.


In less than two years, M. Kenedy & Company consisting of Kenedy, King, Stillman, and O’Donnell controlled all water-borne goods in the northern Mexico trade. With a trade monopoly they were making as much as $80,000 a year. Even though they were putting much of their profits into new ships, they were still making a great deal more money than most men in the United States of America before the Civil War.


Their hard-headed business acumen wasn’t lost on the Presbyterian minister. Perhaps Kenedy and Stillman were having a good effect on King.


As Henrietta told her family many years later, “In time Reverend Hiram Chamberlain grew to admire the young Captain’s sterling upright qualities.”





Into the Desert of the Dead


Gideon K. “Legs” Lewis was a Texas war hero. He had carried dispatches for Taylor’s troops during the Mexican War. Richard King probably met him in 1851 when Lewis was one of a troop of Texas Rangers camped ten miles from the M. Kenedy & Company wood yard near the White Ranch on the Rio Grande.


They became great friends. Only someone with Lewis’s reckless personality could have persuaded the riverboat captain, who rode horseback both poorly and painfully, to put his foot in the stirrup and ride out into the tall grass virtually uninhabited for boundless miles and miles.


From Brownsville at the mouth of Rio Grande in the dry spring of 1852, King and Lewis rode north to see what was being advertised as the first Lone Star Fair in the old Spanish town of Corpus Christi at the mouth of the Nueces.


Alabama trader and huckster Henry Lawrence Kinney had been the only American living south of the Nueces when Texas became a republic in 1836. Naming himself a representative for that part of the state, he became a delegate to the Republic of Texas Convention. For obvious reasons he had insisted that the boundary of Texas had to be the Rio Grande.


Now that his land was part of the United States, he wanted to sell it for nearly a hundred percent profit. To this end he promoted Corpus Christi as “Little Naples” and “The Italy of America.”


From him had come the pamphlets Lewis and King had seen. In them he invited one and all to come and buy lots in this soon-to-boom metropolis, this seat of golden opportunity. Not only could they have the chance to buy a piece of paradise, but they would be entertained, educated, enlightened, et cetera, et cetera at a Lone Star Fair, the first annual one of its kind.


To see the show and hear the sales talk was one of the reasons King and Lewis rode north into the deserted prairies. The other was the possibility that the prairie might be turned into something more.


Leaving Brownsville, they rode for miles in a shimmer of heat through palmetto thickets and around the edges of resacas, whose fingers of brackish water backed up from the Gulf when the tides turned. Still farther along, they dismounted at the Arroyo Colorado. So steep was the bank that they had to lead their horses down into the gully to drink. At that time of the year it had water, but they found it was too salty and unfit for human consumption.
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