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  Introduction




  Texas has an amazing history created by some amazing people. This book details the lives of fifteen women who were participants in that story. All but one of them were born before 1920. The period in which they lived ranges from the first permanent Spanish settlement in colonial Texas to the present. Some come from privileged backgrounds, while others struggled with circumstances. In reading their stories, it is often easy to see how their childhood affected their accomplishments as adults. Some of these women are quite well known, some known only locally, and for a few this is the first time their full story has appeared in a book. Nevertheless, these individuals are all part of the incredible story of Texas.




  María Gertrudis Pérez Cordero Cassiano




  1790–1832




  María Gertrudis Pérez Cordero Cassiano was a woman of independent means. Her family was descended from the Canary Islanders who settled San Antonio, Texas. Her father was wealthy enough to buy the building on the San Antonio plaza that we know today as the Governor’s Palace, and she inherited his property when he died. She married a Spanish army general and reviewed the troops for him when he was away fighting Apache Indians. When he died, she married a wealthy Italian. Because Spanish women could own and manage property, she handled her own affairs.




  Gertrudis Pérez was born on January 2, 1790, at the Pérez homestead in Villa de San Fernando, the settlement formed with the arrival of Canary Islanders in 1731, forty- five years before the American Revolution. The new settlers named the small community for the heir to the Spanish throne, future king Fernando VI. This first permanent settlement in Texas is known today as San Antonio, one of the ten largest cities in the United States.




  A census two years before Gertrudis Pérez was born listed three different components for San Antonio de Béxar—Mission San Antonio de Valero, the presidio of San Antonio de Béxar, and the Canary Islanders’ settlement called Villa de San Fernando.




  The mission came first. Spain was aware of the importance of having outposts in territory far distant from Mexico City, but it was usually Catholic missionaries who pushed into unsettled territory first in an effort to bring Christian faith to the native inhabitants. For that reason the Spanish viceroy in Mexico City readily approved the request to move a mission from the Rio Grande area to south-central Texas, ordering soldiers to accompany them. On May 1, 1718, Mission San Antonio de Valero, later known as the Alamo, was founded in present-day San Antonio on the east side of the San Antonio River.




  Four days later the presidio was in place on the other side of the river, about a musket shot away. Soldiers stationed there were charged with the responsibility of protecting the mission. Some of them brought their families with them, but the little village where these dependents lived did not qualify as a town.




  Thirteen years passed before settlers arrived to start a true town at San Antonio de Béxar. That same year, isolated Mission Los Adaes three hundred miles away in East Texas closed and moved to one of the newly established missions along the San Antonio River south of the town. Three other missions, each serving a different indigenous group, opened at the same time. This string of missions, now San Antonio Missions National Historical Park, includes the Alamo, San José, Concepción, San Juan Capistrano, and Espada. All the missions, except for the Alamo, are still active parish churches. In the beginning, the small contingent of soldiers at the San Antonio presidio was responsible for guarding all these missions.




  The settlers who came to establish the new town were from the Canary Islands. They were citizens of Spain. Columbus had stopped at the Canary Islands on his initial voyage to the New World. The name for the group of islands comes from the Spanish word canis (dogs) due to the large number of them found there.




  King Philip V had authorized four hundred families from the Canary Islands to settle in the New World. The order was soon suspended, but fifty-six individuals had already sailed for Mexico, and they continued to San Antonio de Béxar, arriving in 1731.




  They were listed as being sixteen families, but one “family” was composed of four young unmarried men. They had permission to organize a town that they called Villa de San Fernando to honor their prince. As incentive to come to this distant place, they were granted property and given the nobility rank of hidalgo, allowing them to use the titles Don and Doña.




  Gertrudis Pérez’ great-grandfather, a tall, slender nineteen- year-old with black hair and eyes named José Antonio Pérez from the island of Tenerife, was one of those in the “family” of young single men. His brother Phelipe, two years older, was part of that group as well.




  Some time after arriving in Villa de San Fernando, Gertrudis’s great-grandfather José Antonio Pérez married Paula Rodríguez Granado, who was from the island of Lanzarote. She was the young daughter of María Robaína Bethéncourt Granada, known as the widow Granada or Granadillo. Widow Granada had continued the journey to San Antonio de Béxar after her husband’s death while the group was still in Mexico. Paula Granada was described as having a fair complexion, round face, flat nose, with black eyes, hair, and eyebrows.




  Their son Domingo, Gertrudis’s grandfather, became the first Cabo (corporal) in the presidio, and his son Juan Ignacio Pérez was Gertrudis’s father. Also a military officer, her father was later known as Colonel Pérez and became interim governor.




  The captain of the presidio at the time of the settlers’ arrival had laid out the site for Villa de San Fernando with the church at the center. It faced east, and most of the houses were across the plaza from the church, with the rest completing the square. A second plaza on the west side of the church was the military plaza for the presidio.




  The cornerstone of the church was laid seven years after the arrival of the Canary Islanders, and the current stone structure was completed in 1755, although signifi-cant rebuilding occurred in 1830. Here, Texan James Bowie married Ursula de Veramendi, daughter of one of San Antonio de Béxar’s wealthiest and most influential families. From the roof of the church, General Antonio López de Santa Anna flew a red flag to signal “No Quarter” to Alamo defenders during the Texas Revolution. The church today is San Fernando Cathedral, still in use, still at the center of San Antonio.




  Three years after Gertrudis was born, Mission San Antonio de Valero was secularized. No longer used for religious purposes, it became a military site ten years later when the Second Flying Company of San Carlos de Parras was stationed there. These one hundred Spanish lancers were seasoned veterans from the pueblo of San José y Santiago del Álamo near Parras in southern Coahuila, Mexico. They were referred to as La Compañía del Álamo or simply El Álamo. This led to Mission Valero being known as the Alamo, and its chapel became the iconic symbol of the 1836 battle there during the Texas Revolution against Mexico.




  Prior to Texas independence the town’s name was often shortened to Béxar, and there was no reference to the original three components. A year after the Republic of Texas assumed control, the city officially became San Antonio.




  About 1804, not long after the Alamo mission was secularized, Gertrudis Pérez’s father paid eight hundred pesos for the Spanish Governor’s Palace across the military plaza from San Fernando church. The building, once the home of the captain of the presidio who was also governor of the province of Texas, has the date 1749 and a coat of arms above the entrance door. It was laid out in a typical hacienda arrangement with an interior courtyard.




  Fourteen-year-old Gertrudis came to live at the governor’s palace during the time her father was a lieutenant- colonel of the presidio. It was naturally a place for military and social activity, and Gertrudis became thoroughly accustomed to that life.




  As a young Spanish woman, she was carefully sheltered, never leaving home without a duena or chaperone, usually an older woman. Much of the life of the community centered on San Fernando church and its feast days. As the daughter of Don and Doña Pérez, she was trained in the elegant social graces of the times. She was educated, probably by the parish priest. Education was considered necessary because a woman could buy and sell property and manage estates should the need arise, such as upon the death of her husband.




  Unlike other young girls of that time, Gertrudis did not marry while in her teens. She was twenty-four when Manuel Antonio Cordero y Bustamente petitioned the governor to marry her. Cordero was an educated, cultured gentleman. Born in Cadiz, Spain, in 1753, he joined the Spanish army at age twenty-four. He was sent to America and over his lifetime commanded troops in twenty-five campaigns against Apache Indians. Explorer Zebulon Pike visited him in 1811 and described Cordero as “five feet ten inches in height . . . fair complexion and blue eyes”1 with his hair slicked back in military style. Cordero had a military bearing and was “well-read and introspective . . . one of the ablest Spanish military commanders on the frontier.” Marriage to such an important and handsome man would have seemed quite a match for the daughter who was well beyond the age when girls married. The problem was that he was thirty-seven years older than she.




  Nevertheless, the marriage took place on January 1, 1814, at San Fernando church with all the pomp and ceremony of weddings for hidalgo families—wedding procession on horseback to the church, flowers, and music, followed by a day or so of dancing and feasting. Andrea Castañón Villaneuva, better known as Madam Candelaria who claimed to have nursed James Bowie at the Alamo, reported that as a young woman she worked for the family as a chocolate maker, providing Cordero’s favorite drink morning, noon, and snack time.




  Cordero was obviously impressed with his young wife and her capabilities. Because he was often away on military expeditions, he authorized Doña Gertrudis to act in his place. Since she had been reared in a military family, she slipped easily into the role. She was a striking figure as she reviewed troops at the military plaza, riding sidesaddle on a fine horse and wearing a military-style embroidered jacket and flowing skirt. Soldiers called her La Brigavielle (Mrs. Brigadier-General).




  She was quite capable of the responsibility her husband entrusted to her, but the marriage came to an end after nine years. Cordero had been elevated to the rank of commandant general of the Western Interior Provinces and promoted to field marshal general. In the spring of 1823, during the Mexican Revolution against Spain, he made his way toward Mexico City as a loyal servant of the king. He died in Durango and was buried there. Under Spanish law, Doña Gertrudis’s rights as a widow conferred his property to her.




  That same year, Gertrudis’s father died, and she inherited his property by the terms of his will, although she had an older brother. Doña Gertrudis, now a mature, educated widow of thirty-three, assumed responsibility for the governor’s palace. It would remain in the Pérez family for a century. After passing out of their hands, the building fell into disrepair. In 1929 Adina De Zavala, granddaughter of Texas patriot Lorenzo de Zavala, convinced the city of San Antonio to purchase and restore it. The building in the heart of San Antonio is a museum representing life in colonial Texas and is a registered National Historic Landmark. Adina De Zavala was also instrumental in preserving the Alamo.




  For three years after the death of her husband, Gertrudis Cordero managed her large estate. Then, on April 12, 1826, she married José Cassiano, a native of San Remo, Italy. He was a year younger than she and a widower when he came to San Antonio after several years as a successful merchant in New Orleans. He bought the original Pérez homestead south of San Fernando cathedral as well as other property and opened a store. Because both of them had property, the couple could easily have been the wealthiest persons in the city.




  The Cassianos made their home at the Pérez homestead, and their son José Ignacio Clemente Cassiano was born there on November 18, 1828. Three years later they surely would have been among important guests at the marriage of Texas hero James Bowie to Ursula de Veremendi, who was descended from Canary Islanders as Gertrudis Cassiano was.




  Times were troubled during the early 1830s. Settlers from the United States now resided in Texas and pushed back against restraints imposed by the Mexican government. Cassiano was a strong supporter of the Texan cause. He turned his home and store over to the Texans during the Siege of Béxar (San Antonio) in December 1835 when the Texans forced the surrender and evacuation of Alamo troops under command of Colonel Martín Perfecto de Cos, brother-in-law of Mexican President Antonio López de Santa Anna. Two months later General Santa Anna marched into San Antonio and laid siege to the Alamo where the Texans were holed up. Fighting side by side with them were at least eight Tejanos (Texas- born Mexicans). Six weeks after the fall of the Alamo, Texas won its freedom with the defeat of Mexican troops at San Jacinto on April 21, 1836.




  But Gertrudis Cassiano was not in San Antonio during this tumultuous time, nor did she act as hostess for important individuals visiting the Cassiano home and ranch. Four years prior to the precipitous events that made Texas an independent nation, forty-two-year-old Doña Gertrudis died of congestive heart failure, the same disease that took her mother’s life. She was buried on September 29, 1832, near the altar in one of the chapels of the San Fernando church. Her little son was only four years old. The boy’s father lived another thirty years, providing two stepmothers for his young son.




  Gertrudis’s will had no provision for donations to charity, strange for such a wealthy woman. She was known for generosity during her lifetime and reportedly set aside Saturdays to distribute alms to the poor. The supposition is that she did not wish her wealth to somehow end up in the hands of the Mexican government when church and state were so closely tied. As a woman familiar with government and business dealings, she may have seen this as an option to protect her estate for her son. Her husband did make gifts to both public charities and school funds in her name after her death, explaining that his wife would have desired it.




  María Gertrudis Pérez Cordero Cassiano exemplified the wealthy, educated, capable women living in colonial Texas.





  INDEPENDENT WOMEN IN SPANISH TEXAS




  María Gertrudis Pérez Cordero Cassiano was only one of the strong, capable women who lived during the Spanish colonial period. Spain and Mexico made more than sixty land grants to women.




  One such woman was María Robaína Bethéncourt Granado (1703–1779), who claimed to be a descendant of Jean de Béthencourt, the knight who in 1402 claimed the Canary Islands for his feudal lord Henry II of Castille. Soon after María arrived in Vera Cruz with other Canary Islanders, her husband Juan Rodriguez Granado died. The twenty-eight-year-old mother and her six children continued the journey to the presidio of San Antonio de Béxar to start a new life. She was granted land that included a home on the main square of the town. A few years later, when she married Martín Lorenzo de Armas, her dowry consisted of her home, two large plots of land, cattle, and tools. She had five more children by her second husband but was widowed again in 1769. She managed her business interests the rest of her life. At her death, she owned her home, land holdings with irrigation rights, herds of cattle and horses, a branding iron, as well as personal belongings that included fifteen images of saints, a mattress, a quilt, a woolen skirt, and a chest brought with her from Lanzarote. María Bethéncourt Granado, sometimes known as Maria Rodriguez-Provayna, was Gertrudis Pérez Cordero Cassiano’s great-grandmother.




  María Ana Cubelo (1713–1785), also born on the island of Lanzarote, was eighteen years old when she accompanied her parents to the New World. The fair-complexioned, gray-eyed girl with chestnut hair charmed Vicente Álvarez Travieso, a native of Tenerife Island. The color of twenty-five-year-old Travieso’s eyes and hair matched that of his wife, except his hair was curly. They married before starting to San Antonio de Béxar, where Travieso rose to prominence. He was elected mayor of the Villa de San Fernando and often brought lawsuits to help the new settlers receive equitable treatment for water rights on land around the villa. He made a concerted effort to round up unbranded cattle that had wandered away from mission pastures. This led to cattle rustling charges against ranchers in the San Antonio River valley since the missions claimed all the cattle. When he died in 1779, María Ana inherited Rancho de las Mulas. Her maiden name Curbelo meant “crow,” but it was her three hundred head of cattle, second largest herd in the area, that made up much of her wealth. She died in San Antonio de Béxar and her son Tomás Travieso inherited her property.




  Well-educated Rosa María Hinojosa de Ballí (1752–1803) was not a Canary Islander. Born to a prominent family in Tamaulipas, Mexico, she married José María Ballí. She helped one of their three sons, secular priest José Nicolás Ballí, purchase the longest barrier island along the coast of Texas. Padre Island is named for him. By terms of her husband’s will, she became owner of fifty-five thousand acres of land. The ranch was heavily in debt, but she managed over the next dozen years to clear the debt and greatly increase her land holdings through numerous land deals. La Feria, her ranch headquarters, was in present-day Cameron County A very religious woman, she built a family chapel and endowed churches in Mexico. By the time of her death she owned more than a million acres of land in the lower Rio Grande Valley, some of it in present-day Hidalgo, Cameron, Willacy, Starr, and Kenedy Counties. She had herds of cattle, horses, sheep, and goats, earning her the reputation of first “cattle queen” of Texas.




  María del Carmen Calvillo (1765–1856), born in Villa de San Fernando, was the granddaughter of original Canary Island settlers. She was the oldest daughter of Ygnacio Francisco Xavier Calvillo and Antonia de Aroche’s six children, three of whom were adopted. After María’s father was murdered by his nephew, she gained control of El Rancho de las Cabras (Ranch of the Goats). The ranch in present-day Wilson County had been a source of food for Mission Espada until it was secularized. She defied all the conventions of the day. Before her marriage to Gavino Delgado around 1781, she arranged to keep her maiden name and hold her property separately since it normally would have passed to her husband’s control at marriage. She scandalized her neighbors not only by leaving her husband, but also dressing like a man and riding astride a large white stallion. She could shoot and rope as well as any of her crew. Twenty families worked for her. With their help, she handled the fifteen hundred cattle and five hundred goats, sheep, and horses she owned. She built a sugar mill and granary and put in a large irrigation system. Although her neighbors had trouble with raids by native tribes, they left her property alone because she provided them with grain and cattle. The site of Rancho de las Cabras near Floresville is now part of the San Antonio Missions National Historical Park.




  Dilue Rose Harris




  1825–1914




  Dilue Rose had no way of knowing that she would participate in the chaotic times that saw Texas break away from Mexico. She was only eight years old when her father, Dr. Pleasant W. Rose, moved his family from Missouri to the Texas frontier while the area was still under Mexican control. Three years later, her family fled eastward with Anglo settlers to escape advancing Mexican troops determined to crush rebellious Texans. Her highly readable account, begun at the age of seventy-four, is probably the best known source detailing conditions settlers experienced as they slogged through rain-soaked areas in an affair dubbed “The Runaway Scrape.”




  Near the end of a life lived under four of the six flags that flew over the state, Dilue Rose Harris published her memoirs. A keen observer, she combined her personal memories with a journal kept by her father. His journal was lost, but Dilue Rose Harris left a vivid picture of events that formed an independent Texas.




  Dilue was born in St. Louis, Missouri, April 28, 1825. Her mother, Margaret Wells Rose, was a pious, literate woman whose father owned a farm near St. Louis. Dilue remembered Christmas sleigh rides there.




  Her father, Dr. Rose, had been an Army surgeon during the War of 1812 and visited burned-out Washington, DC. Health reasons caused him to resign his commission, but when he arrived in Cuba, he was accused of being a spy and spent the next three years in jail there. This experience under Spanish rule, however, did not stop him from moving first to Missouri and then to Texas before either became American territory.




  During the time the Rose family lived in Missouri, they knew the family of Stephen F. Austin, the impresario who brought the first Anglo settlers to Texas. Dr. Rose had lived in Virginia for a time, and it’s possible he knew the Austins there. Certainly, he knew of Austin’s involvement in Texas because of widely published advertisements offering settlers free land.




  This Texas enterprise was the grand scheme of hard-driving family patriarch Moses Austin, who wanted to recover family fortunes after business failures in Virginia and Missouri. He planned to accomplish this by bringing Anglo settlers into Spanish Texas, but he died on June 10, 1821, leaving a request that his son Stephen take up the task of restoring family financial security.




  The son’s sense of duty to his family brought him to Texas immediately. He placed advertisements in the US papers offering free land to settlers. They began to arrive, but the government of Mexico changed so often that Stephen Austin spent months in Mexico City trying to assure the validity of land titles granted to settlers in his colony.
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  A dozen years passed before the Rose family arrived on the Texas coast in 1833 after a stormy voyage from New Orleans. It was Dilue’s eighth birthday. Her ten-year-old brother Granville and little sister Ella completed the family. The Roses left two small graves in St. Louis—a four-year-old boy and a baby.




  To their shock, the new town of Harrisburg had no school, church, preacher, or courthouse, not even a jail. A schooner from New Orleans supplied the two dry goods stores with groceries and other necessities but often missed its twice-a-year appearance.




  Dr. Rose bought a horse and medicine and set up practice in the new place, but heavy rain and crop failure, plus a missing supply ship, caused him to move his family about fifteen miles west to the Cartwright farm near Stafford’s Point. They made a difficult two-day journey across flooded prairie in late December to their rented home close to the Brazos River. Mrs. Rose described the night they spent on the road surrounded by water and wolves as a “night of horrors . . . owls were singing a funeral dirge, and the wolves and buzzards were waiting to bury us.”2




  As 1834 dawned in their new home, things improved. Mrs. Rose had brought rice, tea, dried apples, and white sugar from New Orleans. Sugar production on the plantation supplied molasses. Cows on the property provided milk. Venison and small game were plentiful, and neighbors shared butchered beef.




  Dr. Rose knew little about farming, but his wife’s brother, James Wells, had come with them. The brother and sister had grown up working on a farm. Mrs. Rose made butter and cheese. A wheelwright made her a spinning wheel, and it was not long before Dilue was carding and spinning cotton. She also learned to plait horse hair into rope and to weave straw hats for the men to wear in the hot sun.




  On trips back to Harrisburg, Dr. Rose purchased his wife’s requests. The girls begged for new red shoes. The nice shoes they had worn when they left St. Louis had worn out, and the girls hated the heavy, ugly replacements. Joy over receiving their new red shoes chased all sleep away.




  Since the nearest neighbors lived two miles distant, the girls missed having friends. One day their mother sent them to visit neighboring girls. When they returned home, they found a baby sister waiting for them. Dilue wanted to call her Louisiana. Her father preferred the name Texas, but both were outvoted and the baby was named Missouri.




  Dilue and Ella played in a “house” they built under four large trees. A log covered with moss provided a place to sit. But in April they lost their playhouse to adults holding court under the grove of trees. William Travis, later Alamo commander, served as lawyer for the defendant accused of branding a neighbor’s calf. After the trial, Travis left with the promise to send the girls hair combs to pay for the use of their play place. He also sent them Sunday school books.




  Tragedy struck the community when a little boy was run over by his father’s cart. Because there was no coffin to bury him, Dilue’s mother supplied a large dry goods box. Then, realizing that the family had no nice clothes in which to bury their child, Mrs. Rose gave them the suit belonging to her little boy who had died.




  Slavery was technically illegal in Mexican territory, but Stephen Austin allowed plantation owners to keep them. One day, the Rose family saw a large group of Africans approaching. Three men leading the newly arrived slaves had lost the way to their plantation, and all were on the verge of starvation. Dr. Rose allowed them to kill two cows and then alerted the plantation owner to what he had done. The famished men tried to eat the meat raw, but they were held off until it could be cooked.




  The Rose family owned no slaves, but occasionally a plantation slave escaped and ran away. Most were caught and punished severely, but one fled west to the Navidad River. Several people saw him, but the Wild Man of the Navidad was never caught. Rumor said he followed the Mexican army south on its retreat after the battle at San Jacinto.




  Even though there was no school, Mrs. Rose insisted that the children keep up their studies. At noon they recited for their father or uncle. Occasionally, Dr. Rose hired a teacher during times young people weren’t needed to help with planting or harvesting. Dilue and Ella already knew how to read. Older boys like Granville knew arithmetic as well. To help younger students learn arithmetic, Mrs. Rose gave the teacher her cardboard hat box to make math cards so students could drill with them.




  Fourth of July celebrations were all day events—women quilted, men talked politics, and young people danced. Fiddle music kept couples on their feet until dawn. Nine-year-old Dilue went to her first dance with no idea how to do the steps. She watched until she figured it out, and then she and her partner danced until morning.




  In late 1834, Dr. Rose left with other men to take their baled cotton crop to Brazoria for shipment. Soon afterward, three hundred peaceful Waco Indians arrived on their way to Harrisburg to sell hides. Initially alarmed, the community soon began trading for baskets and beaded moccasins. Dilue watched them as they left. Waco men riding horses went first. Women followed, some with papooses strapped to their backs. They led ponies carrying hides and blankets, pots and pans, and young children in baskets. Dogs trotted along last.




  Relations with the Mexican government were often uneasy as colonists chafed under the lack of freedom they had enjoyed in the United States. Skirmishes at the customs port of Anahuac led to several Texans being jailed, and William Travis led a raid to free them. Meanwhile Stephen Austin had been detained in Mexico City by suspicious officials.




  Rumors of approaching Mexican forces came and went, but they turned into fact when Mexican troops under General Martín Perfecto de Cos occupied San Antonio in December 1835. Armed settlers fought back and forced Cos to surrender, causing an infuriated Mexican president Antonio Lopéz de Santa Anna to march into Texas in February 1836.




  Anglos and sympathetic Mexicans formed a provisional government and appointed Sam Houston as army commander. Dr. Rose was too old for army service, but Dilue’s uncle James Wells prepared to join General Houston. Eleven-year-old Dilue spent the day “melting lead in a pot and dipping it with a spoon to mold bullets” while her mother sewed two shirts and provision bags for her brother.3




  The family was unsure what to do. As a precaution, Dilue’s mother filled a chest with clothes and blankets, and Dr. Rose hid it in the tall cane away from the house. It was well known that the Mexican army was a large force, and that the Texans were not. They needed to be ready to leave at any moment.
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