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Introduction


No one seems ever to have thought of Texas as an average place; people never have neutral feelings about it. Its history is sprinkled with characterizations like “the dark abode of barbarism and vice,” “an Elysium of rogues,” and “a rendezvous of rascals for all the continent.” One discouraged homesteader complained that from his wilderness home it was “250 miles to the nearest Post Office, 100 miles to wood, 20 miles to water, and 6 inches to hell.” An admittedly mythical young emigrant said in her prayers, “Goodbye, God. This is the last chance I get to talk to you. We’re moving to Texas.” On the other hand, Texas has been “the most charming spot on earth,” “an Eldorado of hope,” and “a dream or youthful vision realized.”

I don’t have statistics to back it up, but I would bet with complete confidence that no other state can prompt as many vivid images in the minds of people from the other forty-nine states as Texas can. There simply isn’t another state with a reputation on the scale of this one. Only California can even hope to compete with Texas, and so many of its connotations are of mere eccentricity or self-absorption—surfers, hot tubs, Beverly Hills, gurus—although one must grant them the redwoods, Yosemite, and Napa Valley. But no state is as familiar to those who live beyond its borders as Texas, and I suspect that this is true not just in this country, but around the globe. Not all the images are necessarily flattering: The windbag oilman with longhorns mounted on the hood of his Cadillac is not our best ambassador. But cowboys, Indians, Rangers, outlaws, gushers, missions, ghost towns, six-guns, mustangs, ten-gallon hats, guitars, the Lone Star, and that graceful arch above the Alamo—all these icons have combined in the American imagination to form the lasting perception of a self-reliant and adventurous spirit.

We hear a lot these days about the Spirit of Texas, and I am convinced that there is such a thing. There have been times when the Spirit was not all that friendly—Judge Lynch and Jim Crow have both flourished here. But the Spirit of Texas will never be connected with one vice, and that is thinking small. The men and women who made Texas what it is always had big plans and big ideas. They were known for great deeds, whether they were good deeds or bad. They were not afraid to take on big challenges and not afraid to let the world know when they succeeded.

Above all, Texans could claim to have joined the United States as a sort of peer: not simply another territory being absorbed by the Union, but one nation merging with another. The ten years of the Republic are a supremely fascinating decade, when Texas enjoyed all the paraphernalia to which an independent nation is entitled: an army, a navy, a foreign service, a frustrating war, and an insupportable debt. Above all, the Republic of Texas could glory in a magnificent first president who, even while he lived, was already the subject of as many legends as George Washington.

Do not be deceived by the fact that this book begins with La Salle and ends with Armadillo World Headquarters. This is not a chronological history of Texas. You may decide to work through it a day at a time over the course of a year, or you may enjoy just dipping into it at random. However you choose to read it, I trust that when you’re done you’ll agree with me, if you didn’t already, that the centuries since this land was first named Tejas have indeed created a unique and colorful legacy.
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1685     Three French ships commanded by explorer Rene-Robert Cavalier, Sieur de La Salle, reached the Gulf Coast of Texas near Matagorda Bay. The object of the expedition was to establish a base from which La Salle could search for the mouth of the Mississippi River, which he had discovered in 1682 by traveling downstream from the Great Lakes. But within weeks La Salle found his fleet reduced to a single ship, the Belle, after one vessel ran aground with crucial supplies and another set sail back to France. It was only the beginning of an inexorable progression of disasters that would keep La Salle from his goal and ultimately cost him and nearly all of his men their lives.

1928     The twenty-one-story Milam Building opened in San Antonio. It was the first air-conditioned office building in the United States and the first in the world expressly designed for air conditioning.
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1922     At Dallas Fair Park Stadium, in the first Dixie Classic, a forerunner of the Cotton Bowl, the Aggies were up against the Praying Colonels of Center College from Danville, Kentucky. The Colonels were possibly the best team in the country, top-heavy with All-Americans. When injuries had reduced the Aggies nearly to the point where they would have to forfeit the game, coach Dana Bible asked sophomore cadet E. King Gill, a baseball player no longer on the football team, to leave the press box and suit up. Gill never left the bench, but he was ready to step in if they needed him. At last the Aggies gained the lead and held on, winning 22-14. Gill was the first “Twelfth Man,” beginning an Aggie tradition that has lasted ever since: The students from A&M stand throughout every football game to show that they, too, are ready to play.
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1914     Frank M. Thayer, a Hollywood executive of the Mutual Film Corporation, met Pancho Villa in a motel room in El Paso, where Villa had invited several motion picture firms to bid for exclusive rights to film his army in action. Thayer agreed to pay $25,000 and a percentage of the profits, but he stipulated that there must be no night attacks, because in those days it was impossible to film without sunlight. For weeks a crew traveled with the army in a special rail car, but when studio executives saw the rushes, they complained that the footage showed too much of Villa on horseback and not enough action. They withdrew further funds, and the project died.

1959     Alaska was admitted as the forty-ninth state of the union, and, after more than a century, Texans could no longer boast that their state was the biggest. An especially awkward result was the necessity of revising the official state song, “Texas, Our Texas”; it would have been ludicrous to persist in calling Texas the “largest and grandest.” No one would dare dispute that Texas, though smaller than Alaska, was still mightier, so today “mightiest and grandest” it is.
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1904     Actress Emilie Charlotte (Lillie) Langtry, touring the United States by train, stopped in Langtry, Texas. But she had arrived too late to meet her most conspicuous admirer and correspondent, Judge Roy Bean, who had died nearly a year before. She did take time to meet other townspeople, who presented her with a memento: a revolver that had belonged to the late judge. Lillie had performed in several Texas cities when she toured the continent in 1888, and Bean supposedly attended her show in San Antonio, but it is unlikely that the two ever met, in this life at least.

1929     Bose Ikard—ex-slave, cowhand, traildriver, Indian fighter, and six decades a devoted friend of cattle baron Charles Goodnight—died in Austin at the age of eighty-five. Free after the Civil War, Ikard worked for Oliver Loving until Loving died in a fight with Comanches. Loving’s friend Goodnight then hired him, and with years of trustworthy service Ikard became, in Goodnight’s words, his “detective, banker, and everything else.” Goodnight bought the granite stone that marks Ikard’s grave in Weatherford, and he wrote his epitaph: “Bose Ikard served with me four years on the Goodnight-Loving Trail, never shirked a duty or disobeyed an order, rode with me in many stampedes, participated in three engagements with Comanches, splendid behavior.”
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1874     The Texas Supreme Court ruled in the case of Ex Parte Rodriguez, and thereby earned statewide ridicule as the “Semicolon Court.” In December 1873 Joseph Rodriguez of Travis County was arrested for casting multiple votes in the state general election. Two prominent Republicans, A. J. Hamilton and C. B. Sabin, demanded a writ of habeas corpus on his behalf, claiming that the arrest was invalid because the election itself was illegal. Democrats, who had prevailed in that election by replacing Republican governor Edmund J. Davis with Democrat Richard Coke, opposed the writ, or, put more accurately, opposed this move to invalidate the election.

The controversy centered on a clause of the state constitution which required that all elections “be held at the county-seats . . . until otherwise provided by law; and the polls shall be opened for four days.” The state legislature had created polling sites outside some county seats (which the clause expressly permitted, as both parties agreed). But it had also restricted voting to a single day, and that was the contentious point. Republicans argued that the semicolon between the two items meant that the second requirement was independent of the first, and therefore could not be amended by legislation, and that the election was therefore unconstitutional. After hearing a great deal of sophisticated debate, the court ruled against the state, and ordered Rodriguez released. But that was the only practical effect of their decision: in the subsequent confrontation between Coke and Davis, Davis blinked first, and Coke was inaugurated later that month.
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1869     Cullen Montgomery Baker, wanton murderer or defender of Southern dignity, was gunned down by a Cass County posse led by Thomas Orr, a local politician and Baker’s former rival in love. Baker and Orr had once competed for the hand of Belle Foster, and later Baker tried to hang Orr and was barely dissuaded from hanging Belle’s father. Before the Civil War, Baker had killed men in Texas and Arkansas on his own account, but it was during Reconstruction that he came into his own. He and his outcast bunch were nationally famous as the nemesis of the Freedmen’s Bureau, as well as any black man or woman who had the bad luck to cross their path. But Thomas Orr, who had married Belle, won this last desperate round as well.

1892     William Caldwell Sublett—pioneer, Texas Ranger, Confederate cavalryman, and gold prospector—died in Barstow, Ward County. With him went the secret to a fortune in gold. For the past eleven years, Sublett had periodically disappeared into the wilderness and returned with gold nuggets and dust, which he said came from a mine whose location he alone knew. Despite his apparent access to immense wealth, he lived a modest life with few possessions. No one, not even his son Ross, was ever able to wheedle the information out of him or track him to the mine. After his death, Ross continued to search for the treasure, which he vaguely remembered visiting as a boy with his father. But his efforts failed, and so has every attempt since.
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1838     President Sam Houston bet Augustus C. Allen a $500 suit of clothes that he could go without a drink for a year. Allen, one of the founders of Houston City, apparently knew his man. Surrounded by dozens of taverns in the rugged new town, the president could not hold out that long; on San Jacinto Day he went on a patriotic toot. Only after he married the devout Margaret Lea two years later did he climb on the wagon for good.

1894     In the little town of Keene, the General Conference of Seventh Day Adventists opened the Keene Industrial Academy, with an initial enrollment of fifty-six. The school’s primary product was brooms, and other broom-makers eventually opened in Keene, which became known as the “Stick Horse Capital of the World.” After “Ripley’s Believe It Or Not” called Keene “the town without crime or police,” some Fort Worth men perversely robbed the post office. The Adventist influence is still apparent in Keene: the post office and banks close on Saturdays rather than Sundays.
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1836     Texas rebels hoisted a Lone Star flag, of sorts, for the first time. In 1835 Colonel William Ward led his Georgia Battalion of Permanent Volunteers to Texas. As they passed through Knoxville, Georgia, seventeen-year-old Johanna Troutman presented the unit with a new flag of white silk, with a blue five-pointed star and the inscriptions “Texas and Liberty” and “Ubi Libertas habitat, ibi nostra patria est” (Where Liberty dwells, there is our country). The battalion first unfurled the flag above the American Hotel in Velasco. It was accidentally destroyed at Goliad, just before Fannin’s disastrous battle and surrender, where nearly all of the Georgia Battalion perished. Troutman died and was buried in Georgia in 1879. In 1913 her remains were moved to the State Cemetery in Austin, where she rests beneath a bronze statue by Pompeo Coppini.
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Johanna Troutman gave Texas its first Lone Star flag, although the design had little in common with the one we know today.

Photo courtesy Texas State Library and Archives Commission.
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1719     France declared war on Spain, and naturally the New World became one theater of operations. In June an expedition of seven soldiers under Corporal M. Blondel, despatched from Louisiana, arrived at the Mission San Miguel de Linares de los Adaes, where they captured the single Spanish soldier in residence. But Blondel had not reckoned with the substantial force of loyal chickens at the post; they startled his horse and he fell off. In the uproar, the lay brother of the mission escaped and began spreading the news of a “massive” French invasion. The panicked Spanish evacuated all of East Texas and did not return for two years, although the French never made another foray into Texas. When the truth came out, disgusted inhabitants of New Spain called the affair the “Chicken War.”
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1880     The town of Nameless, in Travis County, officially received its curious name. After post office authorities rejected six of their nominations, local residents finally wrote in exasperation, “Let the post office be nameless and be damned.” The post office granted the part of their wish that was in its power.

1901     Anthony Lucas drilled the first of the great Texas salt dome gushers at Spindletop, near Beaumont. Over 600 feet of four-inch pipe, weighing over six tons, shot 300 feet into the air, followed by a torrent of oil that flowed for nine days before it was capped. The discovery introduced a wild, freewheeling, boomtown epoch in the region, with many fortunes gained and quickly lost. A year later, oil veteran Joe “Buckskin” Cullinan and New York investor Arnold Schlaet formed the Texas Company and promptly struck it rich at nearby Sour Lake. The Texas Company would come to be better known as Texaco; Gulf and Humble also had their origins in the fields around Beaumont.
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1874     Gail Borden, most famous for his invention of a process to condense milk, died in Borden, Texas at the age of seventy-two. Borden settled in the old Austin colony in 1829 and represented San Felipe at the Constitutional Convention of 1833. With two other partners, he founded the Telegraph & Texas Register, the journalistic voice of the new republic. As a customs officer, he was a key figure in promoting real estate development that would make Galveston the largest city in the state for much of the latter nineteenth century. Condensed milk was not Borden’s first attempt to create an indestructible food. His meat biscuits won a gold medal at the Great Exhibition in London in 1851, but the mixture of dried beef and flour failed commercially, as the public found it disgusting. His work on condensed milk brought him to the brink of financial ruin, but the Civil War created a need for large quantities of preserved foods and finally made him a wealthy man.
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1828     Joel R. Poinsett, the first U.S. minister to the new Mexican government now independent from Spain, signed a treaty in which the United States relinquished its claims to Texas. Until then the U.S. had maintained that it had acquired Texas as part of the Louisiana Purchase. The treaty was not ratified within the time limit, and the Jackson administration later resumed negotiations with Mexico, but the ultimate outcome was the same, and America’s persistent but futile efforts to obtain Texas served only to increase the Mexican government’s distrust of American colonists. Today the obscure ambassador’s name is most familiar to us via the Christmas plant poinsettia. Poinsett, an avid and talented botanist, sent some specimens to his home in South Carolina and to fellow horticulturists in other states. The plant is now a multimillion-dollar crop in Texas.

1941     Frenchy McCormick, the legendary gambling queen of Tascosa, died in Channing. No one could be sure of her age, or of anything else about her origins, which she always kept secret, but she was probably around ninety years old. Until a couple of years before, she had defiantly lived alone, the sole resident of Tascosa, a ghost town since 1915. She refused to leave the dilapidated adobe house where she and Mickey, her beloved husband of thirty years, had lived when Tascosa was at its peak as a cattle town and they were the aristocrats of the monte tables. Mickey died in 1912 and was buried in Tascosa, just east of their home. When Frenchy finally agreed to leave, it was only after she was assured that she would be buried next to him when the time came, and so she was.
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1912     In the lobby of Fort Worth’s Metropolitan Hotel, Amarillo rancher John Beal Sneed confronted Albert G. Boyce, retired general manager of the XIT Ranch, and gunned him down. In the previous fall, Boyce’s son Al Jr. had released Sneed’s wife Lena from the Fort Worth sanitarium where Sneed had committed her and had eloped with her to Winnipeg, Canada. Sneed killed the elder Boyce for assisting his son in the escapade. What today might seem like a straightforward case of premeditated murder was not that simple to a Fort Worth jury in 1912, or even to onlookers outside the courthouse; during Sneed’s trial, four men were killed in disputes, and women went at each other with hatpins. The jury ended up deadlocked, with seven jurors ready to acquit Sneed, and the judge declared a mistrial. In March a farmer thought to be in league with the Boyces killed Sneed’s father, and in September Sneed again avenged himself. Back in Amarillo, he waited two weeks to catch Al Boyce Jr. off guard, then hit him with three rounds from a twelve-gauge shotgun in front of Polk Street Methodist Church. He was ultimately acquitted in both killings, which juries ruled justifiable homicide. John and Lena Sneed spent the rest of their well-to-do lives together and died in Dallas in the 1960s. When incredulous reporters asked how the jury in the second murder trial could ever have reached a verdict of innocent, the foreman declared, “The best answer is because this is Texas. We believe in Texas a man has the right and the obligation to safeguard the honor of his home, even if he must kill the person responsible.”
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1874     Governor Richard Coke’s inauguration in Austin was accompanied by more than the usual excitement. Outgoing Governor Edmund Davis at first refused to vacate his office, claiming that the election was unconstitutional. The Capitol building filled with armed men of both camps, and Davis telegraphed President Grant requesting Federal troops. But Grant was not inclined to overturn what appeared to him to have been a free, legitimate election decided by a wide margin: He wrote Davis, “Would it not be prudent as well as right to yield to the verdict of the people, as expressed by their ballots?” Davis capitulated and no blood was shed, but on his way out he did lock the door to the governor’s office, forcing Coke’s friends to resort to an axe to break in.
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1907     S. W. T. Lanham, the last Confederate veteran to serve as governor, ended his final term in office. As he left the Governor’s Mansion, with him went the St. Bernard that had once belonged to Joseph D. Sayers, Lanham’s predecessor. Four years before, as the Sayers household moved out, the dog had refused to leave the premises, and Lanham had cared for him through his two terms.
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1973     The body of Old Rip, Eastland’s famous horned frog, was kidnapped from its display case in the Eastland County Courthouse. After officials put a substitute corpse in its place, the Abilene Reporter-News received an anonymous letter from someone claiming to have perpetrated the original hoax in 1928. Rip was supposedly retrieved alive from the cornerstone of the old courthouse thirty years after being sealed in. But the writer of the letter, printed in the March 30, 1974 edition, said that, with the connivance of the demolition workers who knocked the old building down, he had sneaked a live horned frog into the cornerstone, and this was the animal that became nationally famous and was eventually enshrined.
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1836     General Sam Houston ordered Colonel Jim Bowie to take thirty men from Goliad to San Antonio and demolish the fortifications there, in order to deny them to the approaching Mexican army under Santa Anna. But at the same time, Governor Smith, although he had been removed from office by the General Council, ordered Colonel William Travis to defend the town. Smith’s orders suited the temperamental Travis better than Houston’s, and he and Bowie prepared for a siege in the Alamo. Bowie, Travis, and their entire command were killed when the improvised fortress fell on March 6.

1929     Thimble Theatre, the comic strip drawn by Elzie Crisler Segar, debuted a grotesque but oddly appealing new character named Popeye, the Sailor Man. (Of course, Popeye was no more bizarre than the other denizens of Segar’s peculiar cosmos, which ultimately included, among others, Olive Oyl, Eugene the Jeep, Brutus, J. Wellington Wimpy, the Sea Hag, and Alice the Goon.) Thimble Theater first appeared in the Victoria Advocate years earlier, and Popeye himself regarded the paper as his birthplace. In a 1934 commemorative issue, the spinach industry’s best friend thanked the editors, saying “Victoria is me ol’ hometown on account of tha’s where I got born’d at.” Less notable figures who added their congratulations included President Roosevelt, Vice President Garner, and Governor Ferguson and her husband.
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1892     Chester Byers, trick roper, Rodeo Hall of Famer, and longtime Fort Worth rodeo star, was born in Knoxville, Illinois. Raised in Oklahoma, Chet Byers learned roping in his youth; among his instructors was Will Rogers. By 1905 he was touring the country, and then the world, with the top Wild West and rodeo shows. He was the world champion in trick and fancy roping in 1915, and again in 1916, and continued to take first place in rodeos at Madison Square Garden, Cheyenne Frontier Days, and around Texas the rest of his life. Eventually he made his home in Fort Worth, where he died in 1945, the best-known roper of his time and the man who literally wrote the book on the subject.
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1929     Old Rip, Eastland’s nationally famous horned frog, died of pneumonia. On February 18 of the previous year, Rip had ostensibly been retrieved alive from the cornerstone of the just-demolished old Eastland County courthouse, having been deliberately sealed in when it was built in 1897. His “miraculous” survival had made him a national celebrity; he toured the country and even visited President Coolidge in the White House. His embalmed body, in a plush casket, is now displayed in the lobby of the present courthouse.
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1891     James S. Hogg became the first governor of Texas born in the state. At around 300 pounds, Hogg was the only governor to rival the gargantuan Richard B. Hubbard. His daughter Ima and her two younger brothers Mike and Tom loved to slide down the banister of the great circular stairway of the Governor’s Mansion. But one day Tom fell off halfway down, banged his chin on the steps, and bled profusely. The governor decided to put an end to their hazardous sport; he hammered tacks into the railing. The holes are still there.
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1879     Richard B. Hubbard, the biggest governor Texas ever had, ended his term in office which began when he succeeded Richard Coke, who resigned the office for the U.S. Senate. At well over 300 pounds, Hubbard was truly an enormous man. Indeed, it was said that he was probably the most polite man in the state; when he stood up, four women could sit down.
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1927     In Round Rock, with visibility reduced by rain and mist, a train collided with a bus carrying the Baylor basketball team and some supporters. Ten people were killed and many others injured. In memory of the tragedy, the names of the “Immortal Ten” are recited on campus during every Homecoming Week.

1973     The United States Supreme Court ruled, in the case of Roe v. Wade, that the Fourteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution did guarantee women the right to an abortion. Jane Roe was the pseudonym of the woman who, in March 1970, filed suit in Dallas federal district court against Henry Wade, the Dallas district attorney, claiming that the Texas law against abortions was unconstitutional and seeking an injunction to stop Wade from prosecuting doctors who performed abortions. The court did rule the law in question unconstitutional, but refused to issue the injunction; both sides filed appeals. Seven of nine justices then ruled in favor of Roe, affecting not only Texas law but also the rest of the country. Over the years, however, as justices have come and gone, the balance has tipped for and against abortion rights, and the issue is still the subject of emotional and legal debate.
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1877     In Jefferson, the proprietors of the Brooks House were surprised to find that “A. Monroe and wife,” lately guests in room 4, had disappeared. It later transpired that the gentleman had boarded the morning train, eastbound, with his luggage and hers. No one had seen the lady since Sunday morning, two days before, when he had bought two picnic lunches and the couple strolled out of sight into the fog. A week later, “Mrs. Monroe’s” body was found, shot in the head, with the remains of a picnic lunch nearby. At first authorities sought A. Monroe, but then they deduced that the couple were actually Abraham Rothschild and his companion Bessie Moore. By this time Rothschild had reached his home in Cincinnati, where he tried to commit suicide but only blinded himself in one eye. Texas officials had him extradited in March, but it was nearly two years before he went on trial for murder; both the defense and the prosecution had recruited the best legal minds in Texas, and they traded motions and countermotions for months. The first prosecution ended in a mistrial, and in December 1880 a second trial acquitted Rothschild.

Rumors and legends about the murder persist to this day. They say that in the 1890s a distinguished older man wearing an eye patch visited Bessie’s grave, where he knelt and prayed. Whether or not this was Rothschild, the case is still unsolved, and is the subject of an annual dramatic performance in Jefferson.
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1876     In a Sweetwater saloon, Corporal Melvin King suddenly began shooting at buffalo hunter and teamster Bartholomew Masterson as he talked to barmaid Molly Brennan. In seconds, Brennan was killed and Masterson was severely wounded, but King was also dead. The incident was the beginning of the legend of Bat Masterson the gunman, even though in his remaining forty-five years he never killed another man. Masterson had a lengthy career as a lawman in Kansas and Colorado, with many intervals in a variety of other occupations. At the turn of the century he ended up in New York and began one last successful career as a journalist. On the morning of October 25, 1921, he sat at his desk, began writing a column, then collapsed and died of a heart attack. His last words, as he wrote them: There are those who argue that everything breaks, even in this old dump of a world of ours. I suppose these ginks who argue that way hold that because the rich man gets ice in the summer and the poor man gets it in the winter things are breaking even for both. Maybe so, but I’ll swear that I can’t see it that way.
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1839     The Texas legislature designated the Lone Star flag as the national flag of the Republic, specifying “a blue perpendicular stripe of the width of one-third of the whole length of the flag, with a white star of five points in the center thereof, and two horizontal stripes of equal breadth, the upper stripe white, the lower red, of the length of two-thirds of the whole length of the flag.”

1878     The Denison Daily News printed the story of farmer John Martin, who saw a strange object traveling through the sky at high speed while he was out hunting. He likened it to a flying saucer, but if it contained little green men they were very little, for Martin, who stared at it for some time, compared it in size to an orange or “a large saucer.”
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1833     Sculptress Elisabet Ney was born in Muenster, Westphalia. Her rebellious nature revealed itself early, as she shocked her parents by insisting on studying sculpture in Berlin. She married Doctor Edmund Montgomery, after ten years of intimate friendship, but retained her independence; the two occupied separate quarters, and she still chose to be addressed as Fraulein Ney. She was familiar with, and sculpted, all the great Germans of her day. In late 1870 the couple left Germany for the United States. They traveled across much of the East and Midwest; then, as they passed through Texas, they saw Liendo, a plantation near Hempstead. They bought it on May 4, 1873. After a few years of plantation and family life, Ney resumed her career in sculpture, this time choosing for her subjects the great Texans, and became in effect the state’s sculptor laureate. In her studio in Austin, she shocked the public with her knee-length working skirt. She died in her studio on January 19, 1907, and was buried at Liendo.
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This youthful portrait of Elisabet Ney suggests that her strong will and independent nature developed early in her life.

Photo courtesy Texas State Library and Archives Commission.
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1836     The Grand Lodge of Louisiana issued a dispensation for founding the first Masonic lodge in Texas, to be named for J. H. Holland, Grand Master of Louisiana. The lodge was founded in Brazoria, but before long it had to be relocated in haste, as Brazoria was overrun by the army commanded by another Mason named Santa Anna. Senior Deacon Fannin was soon dead at Goliad. After the war, Sam Houston presided over not only the Republic of Texas, but also the creation of the Grand Lodge of Texas. The Masonic Oak, where the first Texas Masons met in secrecy, still stands in Brazoria.

1945     “Plinky” Toepperwein, sharpshooter, died in San Antonio at age sixty-two. In 1900 Elizabeth Servaty was working at a Winchester factory in New England when she met Adolph “Ad” Toepperwein, an exhibition shooter also employed by Winchester. Ad gave his new bride shooting lessons, and they found she was a natural shot. After hitting a tin can, she exclaimed, “I plinked it,” mimicking the sound it made; the verb to plink entered the language, and “Plinky” became her nickname. She soon joined Ad’s touring company, and they performed together for the next four decades. Plinky also set many records for marksmanship. She was the first American woman to hit 100 clay pigeons in a row, and it was no fluke; she did so more than 200 times in her life. Perhaps the greatest testament to her remarkable skills came from Annie Oakley, who told Plinky she was the greatest shot she had ever met.
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1857     Forced to recognize that the colony of French and Swiss emigrants at La Réunion was doomed to failure, François Jean Cantagrel dissolved the Société de Colonisation Europeo-Americaine au Texas. Two years before, only a tenth of the 2,000 volunteers for the utopian experiment, located near Dallas, had ever arrived, and the number of colonists never exceeded 350. Too few of them were farmers; Cantagrel, the society’s agent in America, lamented, “I am sent here to direct an agricultural colony and have no agriculturalists to direct.” Today nothing remains of La Réunion except a small cemetery and a historical marker. But the name survives in Reunion Arena.

1891     In Brewster County, east of Fort Davis, a yearling bull became the ghastly symbol of a deadly gunfight. Rancher Henry Harrison Powe, a one-armed Confederate veteran, and Fine Gilliland, agent for the cattle firm Dubois & Wentworth, both claimed the bull, which bore no brand and was separated from its mother. Powe said that the bull came from one of his HHP cows, but Gilliland thought otherwise. Gunfire broke out, Powe fell dead, and Gilliland rode away empty-handed. Some cowboys branded the unlucky animal with “MURDER” on one side and “JAN 28 91” on the other, and for years afterward it wandered the brush as a living memento mori.

[image: image]

JANUARY 29

[image: image]

1891     Panic seized much of the Panhandle as reports of a major Indian raid flashed across the region. Settlers barricaded their homes and stockpiled ammunition, and a flurry of telegrams frantically summoned help from Bill McDonald and the Texas Rangers. The spread of the Ghost Dance religion among the tribes of the plains was common knowledge, and the recent massacre at Wounded Knee made it that much easier to believe that they were out for revenge. But it turned out that the “bloodthirsty yells” that had started the rumors came from some cowhands at the Rocking Chair Ranch slaughtering a steer for dinner, and the ominous smoke came not from charred homes but from charred beef. There were no Indians within a hundred miles.

1949     An Army review board cleared Ella Behrens of all accusations, changed her discharge to “honorable,” and reimbursed her for lost pay. In 1918 Behrens had been the victim of both anti-German hysteria and the panic brought on by the deadly influenza epidemic. Officers at Camp Bowie, in Fort Worth, arrested the young nurse with the suspicious German-sounding name and accused her of deliberately contaminating soldiers’ food with flu germs. She was jailed for eight days, then released, only to be informed that she had been dishonorably discharged from the Army for being absent without leave. It took the next thirty years for Ella to restore her good name.
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1861     Governor Sam Houston forwarded the ordinance of secession to Lieutenant Governor Edward Clark, to be put before the state Senate. A determined opponent of secession, Houston added an acerbic cover note: “Sir: Enclosed, I have the honor to submit the report of the State Lunatic Asylum, and commend the same to the consideration of your honorable body. Sam Houston.”

1925     For the first time in the United States, a state supreme court composed of all women convened, to hear arguments in an appeal of W. T. Johnson et al v. J. M. Darr et al, a dispute over a land lien. One party to the suit was the WOW (Woodmen of the World), a fraternal organization to which virtually every male official and attorney in Texas belonged. Thus an all-female court was needed to avoid a conflict of interest. Hortense Sparks Ward was appointed Chief Justice, with Hattie Leah Hennenberg and Ruth Virgina Brazill. On May 23, 1925, they ruled in favor of the WOW. Then, their one case closed, the court dissolved.
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1927     The state legislature adopted the mockingbird as the Texas state bird, in part because it is “a fighter for the protection of his home, falling, if need be, in its defense, like any true Texan.”



[image: image]


[image: imge]

FEBRUARY 1

[image: imge]

1840     Rutersville College, the first college in Texas, opened in the town of the same name. Students could choose from courses in Moral Science and Belles Lettres (Elocution, Porter’s Analysis, Jamieson’s Rhetoric, Hedge’s Logic, Upham’s Intellectual Philosophy, (2d edition), Wayland’s Elements of Moral Science, Kame’s Elements of Criticism, Paley’s Evidences of Christianity, Wayland’s Political Economy), Mathematics, Ancient Languages and Literature, Modern Languages, Natural Science, or the Female Department (any of the above plus Music on the Piano Forte, Drawing and Painting).

Fees were advertised as follows:



	Elementary Studies, per term,

	$13.00




	Higher branches,

	20.00




	Higher branches, including the languages,

	25.00




	Music on the Piano Forte, per quarter

	15.00




	Board, including washing and fuel, per month,

	12.50
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1620     Maria Coronel de Agreda, a girl of seventeen from a village near the border between Aragon and Navarre, Spain, took religious vows and adopted the name María de Jesús. She had always been uncommonly pious and had already persuaded her father to convert his castle into a nunnery. On some 500 occasions over the next eleven years, Maria fell into a deep trance in which she dreamed that she was miraculously transported to Texas and New Mexico; there, dressed in the blue cloak of her order, she visited various Indian tribes and introduced them to Christianity. When she described these dreams to her confessor, he forwarded the story to his superiors. They in turn corresponded with the archbishop of Mexico, who inquired of his subordinates whether they knew anything of a mysterious young nun evangelizing in New Spain. Just before his letter reached the superior in New Mexico, a delegation of Jumano Indians came to a convent near Albuquerque and said that a “Lady in Blue” had spoken to them. Missionaries later met other Indians who said that the Lady in Blue had foretold their arrival.

In 1631 Fray Alonso de Benavides traveled from the New World back to Spain to meet Sister Maria in Agreda, and she confirmed that she was in fact the Lady in Blue. Coincidentally, her trances ceased after his visit. She died in 1665, but people in the Southwest occasionally reported meeting a woman dressed in blue on assorted merciful errands as late as the 1940s.
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1848     About seventy followers of Étienne Cabet sailed from Le Havre for New Orleans, hoping to create a utopian communal society in Texas. In his famous 1838 novel Voyage en Icarie, after which the Icarian movement was named, Cabet had theorized that human nature was perfectible if given the perfect environment, and his adherents hoped to achieve that perfection in a colony of a million acres in southern Denton County. When they arrived in May, however, they found only a tenth that amount of land allocated for them, in scattered half-sections. Worse, they were informed that they would lose their title if they failed to build a house on each lot by July. Those utopians who were not already dead of malaria returned to New Orleans in despair. Cabet joined them there in December and led them to try again in Nauvoo, Illinois. When that effort also failed, they moved on to St. Louis, but there Cabet died in late 1856.
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