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Dedication


I fondly dedicate this book to my friend Jaan McCoy of Dallas radio station KAAM-620 AM. Jaan has done so much through his radio program The Breakfast Club to re-educate those of us fortunate enough to be born in the great state of Texas and to introduce Texas to those less fortunate!





Foreword


Of all the wonderful things I have learned while putting together this collection of Texas trivia, the one thing I have most emphatically learned is that this book cannot ever be finished! One can only take a breather. As large as Texas is, and as diversified as its cultures are, there are far too many anecdotal and apocryphal stories which could be included, making a project such as this unending. Hopefully this offering will inspire readers to delve deeper into this “treasure chest” we call Texas history and lore for other gems to further enhance this glorious crown we call Texas!
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Introduction


Trivia is described in Webster’s New World Dictionary as “unimportant matters; trivialities.”


It seems almost ludicrous to link in print the two words Texas and trivia, or even to link them in the same breath!


Whether one thinks of Texas simply as a land mass or as the Utopia spoken of by its inhabitants as “having the biggest and best of everything known to man,” it is difficult to say anything is “trivial” about it! This is the state that was once a republic, a state whose history almost explodes from the pages of history books, a state which boasts a population whose culture is molded from the hundreds of diverse cultures that settled and developed it and elevated it to the preeminence it enjoys among people all over the world today. The evolution of Texas has produced a wealth of little-known facts that are not only informative but interesting and humorous. The reader is sure to find some which prove the old adage, “Truth is stranger than fiction,” but take into consideration these bits of trivia are from the state where people believe that boasting is not bragging if it’s true!




Truth Is Stranger
Than Fiction


Most of us have heard stories that were touted as true, but their contents were so bizarre that they sounded more like the product of an overactive imagination. On the occasion that we find they are indeed true, we are prone to say, “Truth is stranger than fiction.” The history of Texas and its people is full of stories such as these. They are the type of stories that, because of their mystique and drama, pique our interest and start our imaginative juices flowing. These stories are just waiting to be exposed and explored. Here are just a few:
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The origin of Texas barbecue is an interesting one, to say the least. “Barbecue” is a corruption of the Spanish word barbacoa, which was a Sunday breakfast that dates back to the Spanish vaquero (cowboy). During the early days of Texas it was customary for a landowner to slaughter a cow at the end of the week. The landowner generally kept the carcass for himself and donated the head to the vaqueros. The vaqueros dug a pit and layered it with mesquite coals and rocks on the bottom, then wrapped the cow’s head in wet burlap and lowered it into the coals. They covered the head with rocks and aromatic leaves or dirt and cactus. It was left to steam overnight and ready for a feast Sunday morning.
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The common Texas possum is unaffected by the bite of most poisonous snakes, including the copperhead, rattlesnake, and water moccasin.
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Legend says that the clock in the county courthouse in Gonzales is cursed. In 1921, though he claimed innocence, Albert Howard was executed in Gonzales. It is said that while he waited to be hanged, he watched the clock on the courthouse as it ticked away his last hours. Howard swore that his innocence would be demonstrated by the clock, which would never keep correct time again. Since his hanging, the four faces of the clock have never kept the same time despite attempts to repair it.
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In the 1930s Texas had its very own “Loch Ness Monster.” The little town of Italy became a tourist mecca as visitors came from all around to get a glimpse of a much-publicized serpent-like creature reportedly spotted by townspeople and inhabiting a nearby creek. Locals even blamed the serpent for the disappearance of several small children! News releases issued daily from coast to coast kept the nation advised on the serpent’s latest movements. Records in the public library in Italy reveal that the monster scare was actually a glorified snake story by R. E. Sparkman, a “stringer” (reporter) for the Dallas Morning News who lived in the small, sagging town. He had embellished a story about a boa constrictor that had escaped from a traveling circus performing in Italy. Because its size was so much greater than snakes usually found in the area, reported sightings were exaggerated even more so. One sighter who reported seeing the “monster” cross the highway claimed “its eyes shined bright as automobile headlights.” The story grew to such proportions that people in England began inquiring about visiting, and the reporter decided it was time to slow things down. He invented another story, hinting that the United States Army was working on a secret project in the area and had built an invisible wall to keep prying eyes away. The “monster” had crawled behind the invisible wall, he claimed, and therefore could no longer be seen. The thrill-seekers eventually stopped coming, and Italy went back to being a sleepy little town, but not before enjoying another brief economic upswing when the same reporter spun another tale of “long-tailed rabbits” in nearby Chambers Creek. After a California rabbit breeder inquired about showing some of the unusual creatures, a few locals hit upon the idea of showing them at the Fort Worth Fat Stock Show. The rabbits were apparently too wary to be trapped, however, so this phenomenon could never be verified.
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Drug abuse is not a new problem in Texas. One of the state’s earliest drug laws was passed in 1882 in El Paso. Such a law became necessary because of opium abuse by the Chinese laborers brought in to help build the Southern Pacific Railroad.


[image: image]


One famous Texas battle may owe its name to a European saint. The Battle of San Jacinto in which Texas won its independence took place along the banks of the San Jacinto River. The river was discovered on St. Hyacinth’s Day, August 17. St. Hyacinth was known as the Apostle of Poland and died in 1257.
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The “Black Bean Death Warrant” is one of Texas’ most interesting bits of trivia, although not trivial to those involved. In December of 1842 a party of Texan soldiers on what was known as the Mier Expedition crossed the border seeking supplies from Mexico. Mexicans captured 176 of the soldiers and all were sentenced to be shot. Then the order was changed and it was decided instead that every tenth man would be shot. An earthen pot containing 159 white beans and 17 black beans was presented to the captured soldiers and each was instructed to draw a bean. Those who drew the black beans were to be shot; the black beans were their “death warrant.” One man noticed that the black beans seemed to be larger than the white ones and fingered the beans until he found a smaller one and drew it out. It was indeed a white bean, and the lucky soldier survived.
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Ranches and cattle brands have always been a fascination to Texans and non-Texans alike. The lore attached to some of the ranches and their brands are frequently reflective of the state’s history. Such is the case with the XIT Ranch and its brand. The ranch was established in 1885 as a piece of land totaling 3,050,000 acres given to the Chicago firm that built the state capitol building in Austin. This massive ranch covered all or at least most of ten counties in Texas. The designer of the XIT livestock brand says that the design was chosen because it would be difficult to alter; however, the brand gave rise to the generally accepted ranch name “Ten-In-Texas” (X standing for ten counties, IT for In Texas).
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It sounds like a tall tale to say that the Academy Awards statuette, the Oscar, was named for a Texan, but although he was known to a limited few, Oscar’s namesake was indeed a Texan. Oscar Pierce had a niece who worked for the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in Hollywood. When she saw the gold statue for the first time, she said, according to legend, “Why, it looks like my Uncle Oscar!”
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Many settlers saw Texas as a land of “greener pastures,” a real opportunity. Some of them were in such a hurry to get here that they took little time to notify family and friends as to where they had gone. Some simply put up signs that said “GTT,” which meant “Gone to Texas.” The land, however, attracted its share of those outside the law. The expression “GTT’ came into use when Texas developed the reputation of harboring outlaws who had fled to Texas to seek refuge. Some historians have written that GTT was appended to the names of lawbreakers who skipped out, and in some cases, to new arrivals to Texas who were suspected of leaving home under suspicious circumstances.
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The popular state ballad “The Yellow Rose of Texas” isn’t just about a flower—it is a tribute to a lovely young girl who did much in her own way to help the Texans win their independence from Mexico. Historical accounts say that the “yellow rose” was Emily Morgan, a young mulatto slave girl whom Santa Anna had captured at the James Morgan household and put to work for himself. Emily had been loyal to the Texans and had been able to pass information to them at San Jacinto. About the time the Battle of San Jacinto started it is said that she had General Santa Anna “occupied” in his tent. This gave the Texans a definite battle advantage and allowed them to capture Santa Anna literally with his pants down! According to Martha Ann Turner’s book The Yellow Rose of Texas, Its Saga and Song, Texans were already in Santa Anna’s camp killing Mexican soldiers when he appeared in his red slippers and underwear. The song refers to Emily’s skin color.
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One could hardly write about Texas curiosities without mentioning “Old Rip,” the horned frog (or toad, as some call it) that was entombed in the cornerstone of the Eastland County Courthouse in 1897 and found alive 31 years later, according to published accounts by witnesses. The frog, named for the legendary sleeper Rip Van Winkle of literary fame, was retrieved in February of 1928 when the courthouse was torn down. The frog was alive, although dormant, and after being held a few minutes he began to respond. An article in the Dallas Morning News (April 14, 1985) says that “Old Rip” died of pneumonia following a nationwide tour that included a stop at the White House to see President Calvin Coolidge. The elderly frog was laid to rest in a satin-lined casket and put on display in a glass case in the new Eastland County Courthouse.
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The only county in Texas named for a woman is Angelina County. When Spanish friars established their mission, San Francisco de la Tejas, they took in an Indian child whom they named Angelina, which means “little angel.” She was baptized and learned to speak Spanish; she later became an interpreter for Spanish explorers. The “little angel” also lends her name to a river and a national forest in Texas.
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Football has been a vital part of Texas culture since the game began and, consequently, has generated its share of unique and noteworthy stories. Take the poignant tale of Texas A&M University’s legendary “12th man.” “Non-Aggies” attending an A&M game for the first time are amazed to see the entire student body stand throughout the entire game, except during half-time, at which time they may sit. This strange tradition is based on an event that took place in January 1922 during the “Dixie Classic,” the forerunner of the Cotton Bowl. The game was played at Fair Park in Dallas and pitted A&M against Centre College in a bitter contest. According to Kern Tips’ Football Texas Style, the A&M squad was suffering; injuries had depleted the team to the point that coach Dana Bible wasn’t sure he would have enough players to finish the game. Then the coach remembered seeing former player E. King Gill (whom he had released from football to play basketball) sitting in the stands. Coach Bible had Gill brought down from the stands and suited up on the sidelines so that he would be available to play if needed; Gill thus became the team’s 12th man. Though the team went on to enjoy a sweet victory that date, it wasn’t nearly as precious as the tradition that had been started for the Aggies. Since that unusual “recruitment,” A&M fans stand ready, as a body, to show their willingness to play if needed, to be the “12th man.”
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Another piece of Texas football lore involves the naming of the University of Texas team’s mascot, Bevo, a longhorn steer. The Longhorns have one of their fiercest rivals, the Texas A&M Aggies, to thank for it. Determined not to let UT forget a trouncing of 13-0, a group of Aggies kidnapped the steer and branded him with the score. The embarrassed Longhorns, unable to remove the brand, had a running-iron (used by rustlers to alter existing brands on livestock) made. By connecting the 1 and 3 to form a B, altering the - to make an E, and inserting a V before the 0, the shameful score of 13-0 became the word “BEVO.” Justifying that this could be a shortened form of “beeves,” which means beef cattle, the Longhorns proudly adopted Bevo as the official name of their mascot.
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Not many people would find a connection between Jim Bowie, Alamo hero, and Dracula, befanged king of darkness. But strange as it seems, they do have something in common. In 1897 when English novelist Bram Stoker wrote his horror story about Dracula, the English were very enamored with the wild frontier land called Texas. Stoker so loved the Texas mystique that at the end of his novel he assigned heroic Quincy Morris, portrayed as a Winchester-toting, knife-waving, gallant Texan, the bloody deed of plunging a bowie knife into Dracula’s heart, killing the “king of vampires.”
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Another Jim Bowie tale questions the very loyalty of this fallen hero of the Alamo. Bowie was actually a Mexican citizen when he fought at the Alamo, and he was married to a Mexican, two facts that shed a questionable light on Bowie’s loyalty. It should be known, however, that prior to the Battle of the Alamo, when Bowie had settled in San Antonio de Bexar, Mexican law required that only citizens of Mexico could own land in Texas. As Texas land was something Bowie desperately wanted, he decided to become a citizen of Mexico. He converted to Catholicism, and with the sponsorship of his wife and his friend and business partner, Spanish governor Don Juan Martin Veramendi, Bowie’s citizenship was granted on October 5, 1830. (His wife Ursula just happened to be Veramendi’s daughter.) Despite his connections, Bowie was hailed as a great leader by Sam Houston. Conversely he was considered a great and exceptional soldier by some Mexicans who fought under Santa Anna. According to legend, as Mexicans soldiers were gathering the Alamo defenders’ bodies for cremation after the great battle was done, one Mexican officer wanted to separate Bowie’s body from the rest and bury it, because “Bowie’s body should not be buried with the masses.” (Nevertheless his was said to have been burned with the rest of the bodies.)
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Who would have thought that Christopher Columbus’ accidental discovery of the Americas in 1492 would have a link to the State of Texas 500 years later! But it’s a hot one: During his quest to find a shortcut to the spice fields of the East Indies, Columbus discovered chili peppers, including the jalapeno pepper historians say natives of America used for thousands of years to season their food. These piquant peppers were so well-liked by the Old World that they were eventually shipped out to all points of the compass. Today, according to the Texas Department of Agriculture, Texas is the largest domestic producer of the jalapeno pepper.
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