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Prologue





  IN THE EARLY 1980S, I SPENT A COUPLE OF DAYS AT SANTA Rosa, the home of Electra Waggoner Biggs, on the Waggoner Three D Ranch in North Texas. I don’t remember how I wrangled the invitation, but I know I went because I was interested in her as a sculptor. She was, in my eyes, a classic case of an heiress who could have spent her days reading Silver Screen and eating bonbons but instead developed her art and career. I went expecting to find evidence of her life as an artist.




  Instead, I found an international celebrity, an heiress, and a sculptor—in that order of priorities. Electra was also a widow, mother of two daughters, and grandmother of four. But glimpses of those areas of her life rarely came up except for references to her husband, the late John Biggs. Her daughters did—and still do—keep a much lower profile than earlier generations of their colorful family.




  My memories of the visit have grown foggy over the years. I remember being served raspberries and an elegant continental breakfast at a glass-topped table in a small solarium. Mrs. Biggs was preparing for a big dinner party, which meant she and her cook did a trial run, preparing a test of every dish they would serve. I think I benefited from that, but I don’t remember any one dish. In Dining with the Cattle Barons, the late Sarah Morgan told us Imperial Goulash was one of Mrs. Biggs’s favorite recipes for a crowd, and I have included the recipe in a sidebar in chapter 6.




  I had a few talks with Mrs. Biggs, and she showed me the portrait miniature medallions she was currently working on—she had a small studio/workshop that was neater and tidier than what you’d expect of most working artists’ studios.




  Mostly I spent the days prowling through oversized scrap-books in which someone—perhaps Electra herself?—had pasted articles and clippings, in random order, often with no source. Today those scrapbooks are held by the Red River Valley Museum in Vernon, Texas, for safekeeping. After three generations in the headlines, the Waggoners have become a private family, and the museum has been given instructions that no one be allowed to view these caches of history, so they are unavailable to researchers. But they are safe. It may be that after years of litigation among various branches of the family, the Waggoners have learned to value privacy.




  After two days, she announced it was time for me to leave and packed me into a pick-up driven by one of the ranch cowboys. I suspect her attention had turned wholly to her dinner party, and it may be that she realized we had different goals for my stay with her. I took the bus from Vernon back to Fort Worth. Thereafter, for some time, whenever the ranch plane flew into Fort Worth’s Meacham Field, it would bring me more scrapbooks, and I would exchange the ones I had. That probably continued for the better part of a year.




  What I wrote from that experience was unsatisfactory to me and to Electra Biggs. She and I saw the world differently—I was interested in her artistic accomplishments, highlighted byInto the Sunset, the life-sized statue of Will Rogers on his horse, Soapsuds, commissioned by Fort Worth newspaper tycoon Amon Carter, and placed in front of the Will Rogers Coliseum. Instead of her art, she was most interested in all the men who had whirled around her all her life and probably assumed that was the story I’d tell. I wrote up a bland fifty pages or so and gave them to her. This was long before computers, so I have no digital record and, to my great regret, no copy. Nor do I have any idea what happened to it. I am left with a lot of history and anecdotes jumbling around in my mind. I suspect much of my material was incorporated into the two laudatory books the late Roze McCoy Porter did about Thistle Hill, the Fort Worth Waggoner mansion, and Electra II, as she was often known. These were sanctioned works, flattering in nature, and I suspect Electra gave Porter my work, with changes and corrections she deemed necessary.




  In 1986, the Fort Worth Star-Telegram commissioned me to write a serial novel about Texas history in celebration of Texas Sesquicentennial. Called So Far from Paradise, the family saga was loosely based on the first two generations of the Waggoner family, although at the time I discouraged efforts to identify the fictional family with any real people.




  Recently, I pulled that novel out of my archive in the Southwest Writers Collection, reread it, and decided the full story of the Waggoners, the family and the ranch, needed to be told again. It is a remarkable story of the building of the largest ranch in the nation that was under one fence and of the family that built it and ultimately divided it. The Waggoner story has been told in newspapers, magazines, and in at least the two books mentioned above. This is my attempt to do it justice.




  In many ways, ranching is a man’s story. Dan Waggoner, born in Tennessee, established the ranch in the 1870s, registered it as Dan Waggoner and Son, near Vernon, Texas, with 230 head of cattle and a few horses. He gradually acquired land in several counties, and his son, W. T. (Tom), determined to have the most land of any Texas ranch and the best cattle and horses. W. T. continued to buy land, and in 1902 he found oil—or oil found him—when he drilled for nonexistent water. By the twenty-first century, the empire stretched over 520,000-plus acres or 800 square miles, covered six counties, and sat on a large oil field in the Red River Valley of North Texas. It was so large, with more than two thousand miles of road inside the fence, that Electra II once got lost. A cowboy riding by assured her she was still on her own land. Four generations of Waggoners lived on the land. Some cowboys and their families lived their whole lives on the ranch.




  As I reread the history in various sources, snippets from what I learned years ago came back to me, memories for which I was hard put to find verification, and I realized what a fascinating story it is.




  The ranch founder, Dan Waggoner, died in 1902, and his son, W. T., by then a Fort Worth city-dweller, in 1934. Although W. T. had two sons, it was the women of the family, a daughter and granddaughter, who kept the Waggoner name alive in the public eye. No doubt they got their strength from W. T.’s wife, Ella, born in 1859 in a prairie cabin when the Comanche and Kiowa were a constant presence and threat. In her lifetime, Ella went from that background to the twentieth century, where she had a skyscraper named after her, lived in glorious mansions, and administered the legendary ranch.




  Ella’s daughter and granddaughter, Electra I and Electra II, were more flamboyant than she, living life large. The first Electra was an international socialite, throwing lavish parties and literally dancing until dawn in Fort Worth and Dallas during the 1920s. The second Electra, the one I knew briefly, was also an international celebrity, having spent her twenties in New York in the 1930s hobnobbing with the likes of the Rockefellers, Chryslers, and others of wealth and social prominence. So great was her popularity that her second husband’s brother-in-law, president of General Motors’ Buick Division, named the Buick Electra after her. Rumor has it that the Lockheed Electra was also named after Mrs. Biggs (although there is less direct evidence to substantiate this claim). The plane may well be named after the Greek goddess Electra; the “shining bright and radiant” description surely fits the woman and the plane both, but it may be coincidence. Amelia Earhart was flying a modified version of that plane when she disappeared in 1937.




  In contrast to Electra I, her storied aunt, Electra II spent much of her adult life on the ranch, though she was always ready to entertain and to travel. And she stayed married to one man. Her life of privilege was a far cry from that of her grandmother Ella and probably from what her grandfather envisioned for her. Still, she apparently shared the family fondness for disagreement and litigation and spent the last years of her life involved in contentious lawsuits over the future of the legendary ranch.




  Today, the Waggoner Three D Ranch is owned by tycoon and sports mogul Stan Kroenke, the owner of the Los Angeles Rams, the husband of Walton heiress Ann Walton Kroenke, and with slightly over a million acres in his name. Kroenke also owns hockey, soccer, basketball, and lacrosse teams; ranches in Arizona, Montana, Wyoming, and British Columbia; three vineyards; and a luxury resort in California especially for wine merchants. In 2015, The Land Report ranked him as the ninth largest landowner. His 2016 purchase of the Waggoner ranch has made him owner of the largest ranch under one fence in the United States.




  Kroenke has vowed to keep the Waggoner under one fence. No descendants of the Waggoner family live on the land for the first time in almost 150 years. It is the end of a saga. This is that story, and my attempt to place the family and the ranching empire in the context of place and time—North Texas in the last half of the nineteenth century up to the present.
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  PART I




  The Waggoner Men
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  CHAPTER ONE




  Daniel Waggoner




  THE BUCKBOARD, LOADED WITH SUPPLIES, EMERGED FROM THE Cross Timbers, that strip of oaks, both live and post, that separates East Texas from the West, running the length of North Texas from southern Oklahoma south past where Dallas sits today. A tall, solid man, hat shoved over his eyes to avoid the Texas sun, held the reins of the horse. Beside him sat a young boy of perhaps two or three, fair of complexion like his father. A fifteen-year-old slave boy tended to the herd of 243 Longhorn cattle and 6 horses that trailed the wagon. It was 1854, and Dan Waggoner left his wife behind in a grave in Hopkins County in East Texas. Texas had been admitted to the United States eight years earlier, and no one yet knew the Civil War loomed ahead.




  Dan Waggoner surveyed the land before him. To the west ahead of him lay open prairie, with grasses sometimes as tall as a man’s waist and, if it was spring, wildflowers and plum thickets in full bloom that would challenge the palette of the best artist. Post oak and blackjack timber dotted the grand prairie, and an occasional creek cut through it, but the wide openness was what struck him. That and the endless sky above it.




  “A man could see forever out here,” he mused.


  

  “What, Pa?” the boy next to him on the wagon seat asked.




  “Cattle, son, cattle. We’re going to have the biggest outfit ever.”




  “Yessir,” the boy repeated emphatically. “The biggest outfit ever.”




  In the 1840s, when settlers from the East began pouring into Texas, the new state was forced to confront the violent conflicts between indigenous tribes who resisted the colonization of their ancestral lands, and White settlers immigrating into the region. The federal government had been unable to subdue the tribes. Toward the late 1840s, the government established a line of forts from Brownsville to Eagle Pass and the north to the confluence of the West Fork and the Clear Fork of the Trinity River, the spot where present-day Fort Worth is located. In the summer of 1849, Major Ripley Arnold established a fort at the site and named it Camp Worth, in honor of the recently deceased General William Jenkins Worth. Later that year, the government officially named the military encampment Fort Worth.




  But the frontier was never static, always moving west, and even before some of the forts were completely occupied, the frontier had passed them by. A new line of forts was established some two hundred miles to the west of the first line. By the summer of 1859, the army evacuated the post at Fort Worth, leaving the buildings to the handful of settlers who were in the area.




  When Dan Waggoner rode into the area, the forts had moved, and Fort Worth, the nearest to him, was a struggling frontier community. The Comanche and Kiowa continued their destructive raids in the territory left behind by the advancing forts, and a man took his life into his own hands if he settled on the plains of North Texas. If he brought his family, he risked their lives, too, for the tribes often waited until a man was away from home, chasing cattle or whatever, to attack the frontier cabins where women and children were unprotected.




  Native Americans in North Texas




  Ethnologists estimate that there were once hundreds of Native American bands in the region we now call Texas. Their history is cloudy at best, because the social structure ranged from large, organized bands to small family groups. The English, French, and Spanish each heard names and words differently, resulting in several names for any one group. Native people received guns from the French and English; from the Spanish, they adopted horses, which became all-important to their culture, dramatically changing their lives and allowing the nomadic bands greater mobility and increasing their warlike skills.




  More powerful tribes displaced weaker ones and then, in turn, were replaced themselves. Thus, the Comanche, who were superb horsemen, literally rode onto the southern plains to force the fierce Apache to southern Texas and New Mexico. It was primarily the Comanche and their sometime-allies, the Kiowa, who clashed with cattle raisers in North Texas during the late nineteenth century. Neither the Comanche nor the Kiowa were one big tribe but were small autonomous bands, each responsible only for itself. A man could easily move from tribe to tribe if it suited him. What was difficult for settlers to understand was that a treaty with one band was not honored by all branches of the tribe.




  The U.S. idea of Native American removal was first discussed as early as the 1820s and was policy by the 1830s as settlements moved into the traditional lands of Native Americans, pushing them ever westward. During the Texas War for Independence, Texans constantly feared that the Mexicans would recruit tribes to fight against them, while the natives watched and waited to see which side would win. Sam Houston favored a policy of fairness and friendship in dealing with the tribes, but his policies were overridden by Mirabeau B. Lamar, second president of the republic. Labeling the Native Americans “barbarians,” Lamar refused to recognize native land rights and believed it was impossible for settlers and indigenous people to live in harmony.




  The 1840 Council House fight in San Antonio decisively elevated tensions between the two populations. Comanche leaders were called to the Council House, a traditional meeting place, to negotiate a land treaty and return several hostages. Government leaders did not believe that the one captive the Comanche offered was the only one and demanded return of others. What they missed was that the lone girl may have been the only captive of this band, and they had no power over the captives held by other bands. Comanche leaders were held hostage, and when they rebelled, twelve were killed. The tribal members waiting outside went on a rampage, and when it was over, thirty-five Comanche and seven white men were dead, about thirty Comanche women and children were captured and held prisoner, and horses and hides were stolen.




  This affront to the tribe triggered the massive raids on Linville and Victoria in August of 1840. A large band of Native Americans swept down on the two towns, killing citizens and enslaving people, taking many captives, and then plundering and burning the coastal town of Linville. They escaped with some three thousand horses. The Native Americans were subsequently defeated by a large army of volunteers at the Battle of Plum Creek (near present-day Lockhart).




  After 1846, statehood brought more and more settlers to Texas, along with smallpox and cholera, which virtually wiped out some Native American bands. Tribes were also negatively impacted by their own hunting practices. Buffalo (American bison), which were a main food source for indigenous people, were dying out due to the overhunting of breeding-age females and the use of sharpshooters who were brought in specifically to decimate the great herds of the southern plains. The Comanche used every part of the bison that they did not eat, from tendons to bones, and without buffalo to hunt, they could not sustain their traditional way of life.




  Tribes stole cattle that they could trade with Comancheros, the men who ventured into the Native American lands to buy cattle for trade in New Orleans markets. But by the 1870s, the Comancheros were gone and the bison scarce. The army began to attack in winter, destroying teepees and food supplies, a tactic heretofore avoided. Colonel Ranald S. McKenzie’s attacks in which he destroyed the Native American horse herds were devastating. The Comanche world was shrinking.







  Born in Tennessee in 1828, Dan Waggoner moved to East Texas, a part of the Mexican province of Coahuila y Tejas, as a boy with his family. They settled first in Hopkins County in the northeast corner of the territory, where his father was a farmer and traded in cattle, horses, and slaves.
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 Daniel Dale Waggoner




  The Waggoner family was among many who came to Texas from the upper South—Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri, and Arkansas. So many families from Tennessee followed the westward urge that some called the southern state the Grandfather of Texas. People loaded wagons with household goods and children and often a chicken coop or two, hitched a cow to the wagon, and drove a sow. They packed the necessities—sugar, salt, pepper, coffee, pork, flour, and yeast (if they had it and could keep it alive). Prepared for their adventurous journey, they boarded up their empty cabins, left signs that read “GTT”—Gone to Texas—and headed west.




  They found country where the climate was mild and wood for cabins plentiful. Game was also abundant, and pigs, left to forage, grew fat. These settlers, new to the territory, lived on pork, not beef. And native corn. They brought with them the habits of a lifetime. Pretty much, they kept to themselves, proud of their independence and suspicious of strangers. It was a subsistence existence, and they uniformly expected poverty to just disappear one day. They set down no firm roots and willingly moved on to the next spot where they thought prosperity might beckon.




  Dan Waggoner wanted more. He had married young to Nancy Moore, who died shortly after the birth of their son, W. T. (Tom). Like many men, Dan felt the westward pull. As the Comanche and Kiowa were pushed west, settlers followed, moving into what they thought was safe territory. Once out from the sheltering woods, they saw the difficulty of arable farming the open land and the allure of raising cattle. If he didn’t have the cash to buy land, a man could prove up a land grant from the government, which used the grants to populate and improve empty land—three hundred acres. All he had to do was build a home on the land and live in it for three years. Many men—and a few hardy women—did this. Cattle could also be bought for not much, and sometimes a man could simply round up the unbranded cattle that roamed the plains and build a herd through hard work, but no cost.




  Dan Waggoner’s father, Solomon, died in 1849, and shortly thereafter Daniel purchased a small herd of Longhorn cattle and moved his remaining family—mother, brothers, sisters, and young son W. T. (Tom)—to a small farm on Catlett Creek in Cooke County (now Wise County). Although Dan once claimed that his father owned a slave woman named Aunt Nancy, estimating her age as 110, there is only a record of one slave boy accompanying the family west.




  Dan Waggoner and his contemporaries were by no means pioneers in the Texas cattle industry. Ranching had been known in the Mexican territory as early as the seventeenth century. The word ranch derives from the Spanish rancho or headquarters of a ranchero, literally a place doing business raising livestock. Exploring Spaniards brought cattle to the land that were a mix of two or three European breeds. These cattle were tended by missionaries, soldiers, and civilians, but there were no fenced enclosures, and the cattle mostly ran wild for the better part of two centuries, hiding deep in the thickets and brambles of what today is South Texas.




  In the early nineteenth century some settlers caught the feral cattle and bred them with cattle they had brought from the East. The result was the Longhorn as we know it today, a rangy cow, tall, skinny, and hardy, with horns extending to one hundred inches—the known record is 129. Longhorns come in many colors from bluish black to red and tan, some clear coated and others speckled. Their advantage was that they could survive on poor vegetation; the disadvantage, they were lean and stringy in an era when fat cattle were increasingly valued.




  Texas’s 1846 statehood did little to affect cattle raising, but the Civil War changed everything. Prior to the Civil War, cattle markets were few. Some ranchers drove cattle east, often to New Orleans. Some cattle were shipped to coastal ports and taken to New Orleans and beyond by boat. These cattle generally came from the southern part of the state, but prior to the war ranching activity was shifting to North Texas.




  Daniel Waggoner was on the leading edge of this shift of cattle to North Texas when he drove his small herd west and first settled on Catlett Creek. He set up camp near present-day Decatur, which was then just a trading post. Waggoner may have been ahead of the crowd, but settlers came to the area in a steady stream in the 1850s. In 1856, Wise County was organized. Waggoner continued to acquire cattle.




  In 1855 he apparently partnered with a man named Brogden to establish ranchlands in what is today Parker County. Not having his “D” branding iron with him, Waggoner used a mule shoe to brand the cattle. The ranch became known as Muleshoe. Waggoner left Brogden in charge of the ranch and went off to acquire more cattle. After Brogden’s untimely death, Waggoner could not purchase the land from the local school league, although there is no indication why the school league had property rights to the land. Waggoner was forced to round up his cattle and move them out.




  Like the frontier, Waggoner moved ever west. In 1856, he purchased fifteen thousand acres eighteen miles west of Decatur, at a place known as Cactus Hill, and put an additional two hundred head of cattle on the land. His family remained near the now-growing community of Decatur, and he periodically broke from his travels acquiring land and cattle to visit them. In 1859, thirty-two-year-old Dan, a father and widower, married Cicily Halsell, the sixteen-year-old daughter of Elizabeth and Electious Halsell, who lived in Decatur. Electious operated a tavern, the first building to go up after the trading post, and Cicily helped her mother with the cooking and cleaning. On his visits to Decatur, Dan began to court Cicily. Waggoner took his bride and son, both in their late teens, to his log cabin at Cactus Hill, eighteen miles west of Decatur. They lived there until after the Civil War. At this point in Waggoner’s story, the rest of his family drops out of the picture.




  When war came with the fall of Fort Sumter in 1861, men throughout the state left to fight. Congress passed a conscription law—the first draft law in the United States—requiring men between the ages of twenty and forty-five to register for military service. Under the law, a man could either pay a conscription fee or find someone to serve in his place. A good number of Texans did this, feeling obligated to stay to protect the frontier and their families. Dan Waggoner probably bought himself out of the service, though there is no record of that.
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