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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my wife, Marianne, without whose efforts my printed works would remain only a dream!

An old Texas saying is “If you see a turtle on a fence post, you can bet your boots someone helped him get there!” Marianne was that someone for me.
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There is no better place than in the beginning of a book such as this to pay tribute to the people who were instrumental in bringing this collection of trivia items together. An enormous amount of research is required to ferret out and verify the facts surrounding each item of trivia selected for publication.

Because information comes from so many people and sources, it is difficult to acknowledge every helping hand without overlooking someone. To those whom I may inadvertently forget, I can only say, “excuse me!”

I am especially indebted to the Reference Department at the Irving Public Library and to the many libraries, large and small across the state that photocopied material and mailed it to me. I am equally indebted to the numerous Chambers of Commerce who helped me point out their cities in some small way.

Thanks to my wife, Marianne, who did much of the “nitty-gritty” work a book such as this requires. She came to my aid with such tasks I couldn’t handle. She photographed many Texas scenes she never thought she would visit, I am sure.

The Handbook of Texas from the Texas State Historical Association was referred to daily while compiling my facts. I am indebted to Texas Highways Magazine for much inspiration toward further research.

I am extremely grateful to C.W. (Chet) Holliday for helping me come into the twentieth century by making me somewhat computer literate. It was a hard mountain for Chet to climb.


Introduction

In our first edition of A Treasury of Texas Trivia we wrote, “One thing that I most emphatically learned is that this book can never be finished. One can only take a breather.” This acknowledgment has proved to be true. The book has resulted in many communications all bearing the same message in one form or another, “I wish you had included such and such an incident.” The sender then referred to a particular fact or happening. These much-appreciated suggestions prompted additional research and verification. The research yielded more trivia items worth recording. These additional items of Texas trivia are bound together in this second edition of A Treasury of Texas Trivia.
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Unusual Claims to Fame

Fame can sometimes be a fleeting thing unless firmly anchored. It is that to which fame is anchored that causes us to remember someone or something. For instance Boston has its “Tea Party,” and San Antonio has its Alamo. As vast as Texas is, there are just not enough Alamos to go around! Yet many Texas towns and regions have gained lasting recognition in various ways, some of which seem quite unusual. Miles of Texas travel and volumes of Texas literature have yielded more than enough unusual claims to fame to devote a section of this book to.

Some of the most memorable and bizarre ones have found their way here. No doubt, readers can, with little thought, supply an equal number!


George B. “Machine-Gun” Kelly

One of America’s most infamous characters of the 1930s put Wise County, Texas, in the headlines in 1933 when, prompted by his ambitious, excitement-craving wife, he kidnapped Oklahoma millionaire oilman Charles Urschel and held him for ransom on his wife’s parents’ ranch near the Wise County town of Paradise. George B. “Machine-gun” Kelly, a petty bootlegger, had, at the insistence of his wife, gone into big-time crime and had already robbed a hayseed bank in Wilmer, Texas, taking a small amount of cash and machine-gunning a guard to death. Kelly was buried in the Cottondale Cemetery near Paradise, Texas, when he died of a heart attack in Leavenworth prison in 1954, after being returned there from Alcatraz.
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This simple concrete marker, almost obscured from view, marks the final resting place of George “Machine-gun” Kelly in the old Cottondale Cemetery in Wise County. The marker seemed incongruous for an outlaw who, at his peak, generated screaming bold headlines. He is buried next to his father-in-law, Robert G. “Boss” Shannon, who was also convicted in the kidnapping of the Oklahoma oilman. (Photo by Bill Binnig)
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We found this original “Eighter from Decatur” sign on display at Hollis Jones’ Dairy Queen in Decatur. (Photo by Bill Binnig)


“Eighter (or Ada) From Decatur”

While many towns, counties, and regions of Texas offer some historical event or native son as their “claim to fame,” not so with Decatur, the county seat of Wise County. Their town, to some residents’ chagrin, is remembered for a crapshooter’s chant. Few with a penchant for rollin’ the bones have not heard a shooter, in a verbal encouragement to the dice to stop on their needed point of eight, sing out, “Eighter (or Ada) from Decatur, county seat of Wise!”

This plaintive chant has made the Texas city known to at least a small group throughout the United States. Military men, especially sailors, who have a reputation for shooting craps, have, during two world wars, widened the scope of the town’s fame to include many countries worldwide.

This dubious claim to fame was recognized by the Decatur Chamber of Commerce, which capitalized on the famous chant by installing suitable signs on Highway 287 near the city. The signs, it is believed, were installed between 1938 and 1940. The signs, which pictured a pair of dice showing double fours, included the words, “Sure . . . it’s in Texas EIGHTER FROM DECATUR county seat of Wise.” Although disdained by some residents as “Not enhancing to Decatur,” the signs were repainted when they fell in disrepair.

It is said there was indeed an Ada in Decatur. We were advised that she was a “high stepper” and did frequent Fort Worth, where she became known as “Ada from Decatur.” One person informed us that Ada was friendly with the young men and was known to hang around the courthouse square where craps games were frequently played. Sometimes the shooters could be heard saying, “Ada from Decatur!” One of the original signs hangs in Hollis Jones’ Dairy Queen in Decatur.


Milford’s Honest But Unusual Claim to Fame

Perhaps the most unusual way of remembering a town with little other claim to fame is that employed by the tiny Ellis County town of Milford. If you drive south from Dallas on Highway 77, you will be welcomed to Milford by their famous—and honest—identification sign. The sign reads, “Welcome to Milford, a city of about 700 friendly people plus 3 or 4 old grouches!”

A representative of the town’s Chamber of Commerce advised us, “Although we are quite proud of our town, we are aware of the fact that it is no doubt best known for that sign than any other single thing associated with Milford.”
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Milford, Texas’ claim to fame is its unusual, but honest, welcome signs located at each end of town. (Photo by Marianne Cannon)


Resurrected Namesake and “The Smallest Skyscraper in the World”

Gleaning out Texas locations with unusual claims to fame requires a heap of looking, but in Texas where excess seems to be the norm, we found one Texas city with not one but two (count ’em) genuinely unusual claims to fame. Wichita Falls, we are told by learned historians, “Was named for a five-foot waterfall on the Wichita River,” which died of natural causes over a hundred years ago, some say. Texans disdain giving up such icons as a namesake, and civic pride demanded rehabilitation of the falls. In the middle 1980s city fathers decided that just as there was a rock wall in Rockwall, there should be a falls in Wichita Falls.

The original little falls was replaced by a more impressive, if man-made, falls in a park off US 287 near downtown, which was dedicated in 1987. Although in a different location than the original namesake, once again the city has a falls to match its name!
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The city of Wichita Falls once again has a waterfall. Although man-made, the city is rightfully proud of the new falls that replaced the original five-foot fall, which was destroyed by flood. (photo courtesy City of Wichita Falls)
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It is easy to see why Wichita Falls’ “Littlest skyscraper” stood out among its neighboring buildings before they were torn down. (Photo courtesy Chuck Woodall)


Believe It Or Not

“The world’s littlest skyscraper” stands today in this city named for a waterfall. Located at 701 LaSalle is a building shrouded in mystery. The building is a “four-story skyscraper.” Each story was only eight by twelve feet, and there were no staircases in the original structure. No means of access to the upper three floors.

The building was built in about 1918. One account, furnished by the Kemp Public Library, says that “An early day promoter sold shares in the building all over the United States, describing the proposed edifice as eighty feet by one hundred twenty feet.” The actual dimensions were reduced on the plans to inches, and so the resulting pygmy came into being.

Having no usable space inside, the investors were bilked out of hundreds of thousands of dollars. It is also said that Ripley’s Believe-It-or-Not featured it as “The smallest skyscraper in the world.” Whatever the accuracy of such accounts, it does stand apart from its neighbors, our information concludes.


Cuero’s “Turkey Trot”

Although it may sound like one, this DeWitt County city’s unusual claim to fame is no dance, but a parade of sorts. Each year since 1912 turkey buyers have driven a flock of the birds through Cuero to herald the opening of the fall market season. After buying turkeys from outlying farms, buyers drive the gobblers into Cuero. Dubbed “the turkey trot,” this ritual underscores this South Texas county’s claim to being “the turkey capital of the world.”


Paris, Texas’ Jesus in Cowboy Boots

One man’s religious faith, combined with an unusual sense of humor, has resulted in one of our state’s most unusual tourist attractions. This unusual claim to fame is a monument in a cemetery. Both the Paris, Texas Chamber of Commerce and the city’s Evergreen Cemetery acknowledge that this marker is one of the city’s most visited tourist attractions. Although the city has much more to make it a desirable place to visit, once visitors learn of the unique marker known as “Jesus in cowboy boots,” many add this statue to their “things to see” list.
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The robe of a cross-bearing Jesus atop Willett Babcock’s grave marker is raised enough to reveal the Lord Jesus wearing cowboy boots. The grave marker is so well known it has been placed on Paris’ city tours. (Photo by Marianne Cannon)

Representatives at Evergreen Cemetery tell us that Willett Babcock, over whose grave the unusual statue stands, was “the maker of fine furniture.” Mr. Babcock built the first opera house in the city of Paris, and he founded the city’s fire department, where he served as chief. Mr. Babcock lived and died in the latter part of the nineteenth century. It is said that he envisioned his Lord Jesus as wearing cowboy boots. He instructed a Mr. Klein, a local stone carver, to make an elaborate monument for his final resting place.

The monument was topped with a statue of Jesus wearing cowboy boots. The monument is visited by thousands each year and is so well known, the Paris Chamber of Commerce was prompted to put out a postcard bearing a photo of the unusual marker.


“Uplift City,” Texas Town Known for Brassiere Factory

McLean, located 35 miles from Oklahoma in Gray County, was the last Texas town bypassed by Interstate 40, resulting in its losing its spot on the fabled Route 66. But this is not the town’s most unusual claim to fame. This town was once known as “Uplift City” because of a brassiere factory built in McLean in the late 1950s. Marie’s Foundations was important to the region’s economy because of employment opportunities.

The factory building is now occupied by Delbert Drew’s Devil’s Rope and Route 66 Museum. The barbed wire exhibited there is a far cry from the comfort of the ladies undergarments once turned out there!
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The brassiere factory that gave McLean its nickname “Uplift City” is now home of Devil’s Rope Museum.


Rattlesnakes and Wasps

Although rattlesnakes and wasps sound more like the residents of an abandoned line shack in the Big Bend country, they are both highly touted by the Sweetwater Chamber of Commerce as valuable attributes of that city, and rightly so!

When one realizes that this friendly but earlier lackluster town started as a store in a dugout on Sweetwater Creek, it is easy to see why the city’s world famous “Rattlesnake Roundup,” as well as the home base of the heroic Women Air Force Service Pilots of WW II, better known as W.A.S.P.s, are touted as the city’s claim to fame.
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This western diamondback rattlesnake waits to be weighed in and measured at Sweetwater’s annual Rattlesnake Roundup, for which the city is famous.

The “World’s Largest Rattlesnake Round-Up,” which is forty years old, resulted in 3,942 pounds of western diamondback rattlers being rounded up in 1998, which is below the 40-year average of 5,824 pounds per year. The record length is 81 inches. The Jaycees, who buy the catches, pay from $3.50 to $5.00 per pound, based upon total weight offered. The roundup was held in March 1998. This event, though an unusual claim to fame, has earned bragging rights for this vitally alive Texas city.


Best Little Claim to Fame in Texas

La Grange, county seat of Fayette County, is, without a doubt, most famous for a historic bordello, known throughout Texas as “the Chicken Ranch.” The roots of this rural palace of sin can be traced back to 1844. According to published news reports, it operated part of its 130-year tenure with the knowledge and perhaps protection of a local lawman.

Known as a place of initiation into manhood of Texas A&M freshmen, the house of ill repute was operated since 1952 by a madam known to customers as “Miss Edna.” Edna Milton came to the ranch from Oklahoma in 1952 at the age of twenty-three. The famous Texas brothel was closed in 1973 as the result of an exposé by well-known Houston TV newsman Marvin Zindler. The attack on the bordello that had become a Texas institution generated so much publicity that it became the inspiration for a movie and a Broadway play entitled The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas.


The Infamous Box 13 Political Scandal

The city of Alice in Jim Wells County and neighboring Duval County are unalterably linked to the political scandal that is still examined fifty years later. The year is 1948, and Texan Lyndon B. Johnson is locked in political combat with popular Coke Stevenson for a U.S. Senate seat. Stevenson had apparently won the bitterly fought race until an amended tally from precinct 13 in Jim Wells County gave Johnson enough additional votes to win the election by a margin of 87 votes out of a million votes cast. This squeaker gave Johnson a nickname that would stay with him until he died—“Landslide Lyndon.” Johnson was accused of stealing the election with the help of political boss George Parr, known as “The Duke of Duval,” who allegedly had the ballot box stuffed in Johnson’s favor. This was a giant step in the direction of the White House. Alice and these two counties have a claim to fame that borders on being criminal!


Center Oak

According to Famous Trees of Texas published by the Texas Forestry Service, an 1870 geographical survey placed the geographical center of Texas at a spot in Mills County known then as Hughes Store. This community, based upon these findings, changed its name to Center City.

In the town was a large live oak tree, in the shade of which children learned their letters before a schoolhouse was built. Judge J.P. Grundy held court under its branches between 1887 and 1890 while the courthouse was being built in Goldthwaite, the county seat. The tree shaded what amounted to an outdoor post office, as personal mailboxes were placed beneath the tree and residents waited for the mail carrier to deliver the mail. Early stagecoaches met at the tree on their journeys to and from neighboring towns. They off-loaded passengers and freight, as well as changed horses.

The tree was considered by most to be the geographical center of the state. It is easy to see why emotions ran wild when locals learned that the tree was scheduled to be destroyed to make way for highway 84. The Highway Department relented. As a result, while most of Center City is no longer standing, the tree is there today, a living marker of the center of Texas!
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This photo of Center City’s historic oak tree in Mills County is courtesy of Glynn Collier, Goldthwaite, Texas.


Regency Suspension Bridge

Without meaning to be unkind, it is accurate, if a bit painful, to say that without their unusual claim to fame, some regions of Texas would have nothing at all, except, perhaps, their personal pride. Such is the case of the Mills County community of Regency. At its peak, so we were told, the community had only a few houses and one store to serve the needs of its residents. And now it has even less. But what it does have is listed on the National Historic Register. That is Regency’s unusual claim to fame!
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