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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

In the early twentieth century songwriters rewrote the song “In the Bright Mohawk 

Valley,” which was originally about a valley in New York State, refashioning it into the “Red 

River Valley.” With a few word changes “Red River Valley” became a Texas folk ballad and 

cowboy song, and generations sang: 

Come and sit by my side, if you love me 
Do not hasten to bid me adieu 
Just remember the Red River Valley 
And the cowboy who loved you so true1 

Much like its origins, the memory projected in the song was not the whole truth. Speculation still 

surrounds the exact origins of the song “Red River Valley.” Some claim the song had Canadian 

and Midwest origins rather than New York origins—that people on the Northern Plains sang a 

similar song of their Red River well before New Yorkers, Texans, or Oklahomans.2  But the 

song’s origins did not matter to generations of people in the Red River Valley of Northwest 

Texas and Southwestern Oklahoma.  They cared little for its lineage.  They simply made “The 

Red River Valley” and its imagery their own.  

Musicians modified a tune and melody and applied it to the Red River of the southwest. 

Using the same arrangement, the artist changed only the words, modifying them from the “Bright 

Sherman Valley,” “Bright Laurel Valley,” and “In the Bright Mohawk Valley.” Some simply 

called the tune the “Cowboy Love Song.” Gene Autry, Woody Guthrie, Marty Robbins, and 

                                                
1 Vern Huser, Rivers of Texas (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2000), 44. 
 
2 Edith Fowke, “‘The Red River Valley’ Re-Examined,” Western Folklore 23:3 (July 1964), 163-171. 

  



 2 

hundreds of others sang “The Red River Valley.”  Yet the memory it stirs does not match actual 

history. The simplistic cowboy myth it conjures negates the rich cultural and environmental 

history of the region.  

More importantly the evolution of the song displays the way Americans took cultural 

templates, in this case a tune and applied them to a region. Like the tune, Anglo Americans took 

their cultural past and applied it to the new regions they attempted to conquer across the North 

American continent, and the world. Americans applied not only their musical tunes to the Red 

River region, but also their socio-economic models. The Upper Red River Basin became part of 

the social fabric of the people that inhabited the valley. The people had become part of its red 

earth and they sang songs—with familiar tunes and melodies they brought with them from the 

east—to celebrate that fact. People perceived the environment through a cultural lens, creating a 

cultural landscape. “The Red River Valley” song reveals much about twentieth century Anglo-

American culture.  The song included romance and cowboys and love and loss but it ignored the 

environment. In the same way the Anglos applied socio-economic models with a similar 

disregard for the actual river.  

 The following dissertation builds a historical overview of the relationship between 

environment and culture on the rolling plains of the upper Red River Valley. Human processes, 

especially those that have had negative impacts on the environment, such as species extinction 

massive soil erosion, loss of soil fertility, and pest infestation, formed integral parts of regional 

history. And human responses to natural factors such as droughts, floods, and freezes should be 

given more emphasis in understanding regional history. Sustained socio-economic development 

depends on consideration of these important environmental factors. And more importantly, 

humans, agents of change in the environment, have cultural agency, such as trade networks, 
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hunting, agriculture, stock raising, raw material extraction, damming of rivers, and developing 

land. By the turn of the twentieth century, implementation of complex irrigation works and 

reservoir systems and the aggressive development of commercial agriculture with the attendant 

rise in population further changed the cultural landscape of the Upper Red River Basin. 

Historically, agricultural and demographic strategies, community decision-making processes, 

and the increasing influence of markets altered the landscape of the Red Rolling Plains. When 

people made community decisions, they needed to use local knowledge of ecology and culture. 

My thesis is that developing land and water resources requires knowledge of the local 

environment. Systems of land tenure and taxation imposed by a monarch, nation state, or market 

in a top-down fashion precluded and ignored local knowledge of the environment, causing social 

ills and environmental destruction. 3  

The Red River Basin of the Southern Plains sits at the confluence of southwestern history 

and certainly deserves its own environmental treatment. The borderland river, ill defined by 

socio-political boundaries, escaped the control of centralized authority for centuries. As a result 

the valley appears in several historical records—Comanche, Wichita, Spanish, French, Texan, 

and American, to name a few. The Red River is large and complex and has too lengthy a history 

to be covered in its entirety in one dissertation. Therefore I have divided the Red River into 

Upper and Lower sections. I partitioned it at Lake Texoma because the reservoir is a location 

that corresponds with ecological changes in the land, a change from open plains and cross 

timbers to areas primarily made up of timbered prairies that eventually become densely wooded 

                                                
3 Karl W. Butzer, “The Realm of Cultural-Human Ecology: Adaptation and Change in Historical Perspective,” in 
The Earth as Transformed by Human Action: Global and Regional Changes in the Biosphere over the Past 300 
Years, ed. B.L. Turner II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990) and James C. Scott, Seeing Like A State: 
How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1998), 2-
7, 201, 221, 304-306. 
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forests. The lower section of the Red River rolls through northeast Texas, southeast Oklahoma, 

Arkansas, and Louisiana before emptying into the Mississippi River. Three states, parts of 

northwest Texas and southwest Oklahoma, and a small portion of eastern New Mexico, share the 

Upper Red River Basin. The headwaters of the Red River originate forty miles west of the New 

Mexico-Texas line.  

 

Fig. 1. Map of Upper Red River Basin Study Area in Relationship to the Southern Plains and the 

American Southwest.  

 
This case study focuses on the Upper Red River Basin and includes its larger tributaries 

the Pease, Big Wichita, and Little Wichita Rivers on the Red Rolling Plains, along with its upper 

tributaries Prairie Dog Town Fork, Palo Duro Creek, and Tierra Blanca Creek on the High 
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Plains. Because extensive documentation, but little scholarly history, exists on the Big and Little 

Wichita Rivers as well as the main branch of the Red River, these rivers on the Red Rolling 

Plains receive special focus in this study. Furthermore, the Red Rolling Plains have not been 

covered in environmental historiography, whereas the High Plains portion of the Red River 

received attention from noted environmental historians Dan Flores, John Opie, and John Miller 

Morris.4  

The history of natural resources and the conflict for those resources in the Upper Red 

River Basin must be understood from a socio-environmental perspective. The river itself flowed 

freely for many centuries, experiencing flash flooding with rapid rises and high velocity floods 

throughout its long history. On the Rolling Red Plains average rainfalls from twenty-four to 

twenty-nine inches come sporadically and in thundering flashes.5 People created systems to try 

and control the river and to better regulate the rainfall frequencies and water flows. For centuries 

humans harnessed the river’s water for agricultural purposes. The first historically documented 

case of irrigation from this portion of the river dates back to 1759 when the diary of Spaniard 

Juan Angel de Oyarzun chronicled irrigation use near a Wichita-Taovoya Indian village.6 

Human-built water systems on the Upper Red River Basin functioned well at times, but were 

beholden to nature, and influenced by wars, economic fluctuations, and political changes from 
                                                
4 Dan L. Flores, Journal of an Indian Trader: Anthony Glass and the Texas Trading Frontier, 1790-1810 (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1985); Dan L. Flores, Caprock Canyonlands: Journeys into the Heart of the 
Southern Plains (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990); Dan L. Flores, Horizontal Yellow: Nature and History in 
the Near Southwest (Albuquerque, N.M.: University of New Mexico Press, 1999); Dan L. Flores, The Natural West: 
Environmental History in the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001); 
John Opie, Ogallala: Water for a Dry Land (University of Nebraska Press, 2000); and John Miller Morris, El Llano 
Estacado: Exploration and Imagination on the High Plains of Texas and New Mexico, 1536-1860 (Austin, TX: 
Texas State Historical Association, 1997). 
 
5 Texas Water Development Board, A Summary of the Preliminary Plan for Proposed Water Resources 
Development in the Red River Basin (Austin, TX: Texas Water Development Board, 1966), 3. 

 
6 Robert S. Weddle, After the Massacre: The Violent Legacy of the San Saba Mission, With the Original Diary of the 
1759 Red River Campaign, translated by Carl Lipscomb (Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech University Press, 2007), 129. 
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the local to world levels. Natural surroundings and regional, economic, and social differences 

coalesced to make the Red River basin unique, but still part of the broader history of water use in 

Texas, Oklahoma, the Borderlands, the American West and Southern Plains.7 

The scope of the work spans hundreds of centuries and ties the Red River Valley to the 

broader world. The historiography of regional, environmental, and water resource history 

illuminates the importance of the work. Finally, the theoretical framework for the thesis—that 

conflict and contest sprang from a system enforced from the top down by the state, a centralizing 

force that ignored knowledge of local cultures and ecology—derives from the work of 

environmental historians and cultural geographers. An introduction to this theoretical breakdown 

highlights the evolution of the thesis. 

An overview of regional historical work on the Red Rolling Plains reveals a lack of focus 

on the environment. Historians from the mid-nineteenth century until the mid-twentieth century, 

presented an Anglo-centric version of history. It has been a history of the white man’s conquest 

over wilderness, of the removal of the indigenous people, and the creation of prosperous towns 

on semi-arid plains. Despite the recent rise of an environmental conscience within the historical 

profession generally, recent histories of the region have yet to address concerns of the 

environment or historical geography. Recent scholarship, such as Michael Collins’s edited 

collection Tales of Texoma, augment the scholarly sound work on the region, but still focus on 

traditional issues like the military, outlaws, and oil.8  

                                                
7 For environmental histories of other Southern Plains river valleys see James Earl Sherow, Watering the Valley: 
Development along the High Plains Arkansas River, 1870-1950 (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1990) 
and Char Miller, ed., Fluid Arguments: Five Centuries of Western Water Conflict (Tuscon, AZ: The University of 
Arizona Press, 2001). 

 
8 Michael L. Collins, Tales of Texoma: Episodes in the History of the Red River Border (Wichita Falls, TX: 
Midwestern State University Press, 2005). 
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Traditional history has deep roots. Late nineteenth century and early twentieth century 

historians George P. Garrison (1835-1910), Eugene C. Barker (1874-1956), J. Frank Dobie 

(1888-1964), Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932), and Walter Prescott Webb (1888-1963), 

among others, all wrote about Anglo-Saxon males taming the Red River wilderness and wresting 

Texas and Oklahoma from “savage” Indians and “nefarious” Mexicans.9 As they saw it, Anglo 

Americans represented an irresistible tide that civilized western North America, conquering and 

closing the frontier by 1890.10 The biases contained in these early works stemmed from accepted 

nineteenth and twentieth century paradigms such as manifest destiny and environmental 

determinism. Manifest Destiny, a term coined by John O’Sullivan in the 1840s, described the 

zeal and righteousness with which Americans pursued their goal of expanding westward to 

spread civilization and democracy throughout North America. Anglo-Americans acting on such 

ideologies permanently altered the North American environment because the belief centered on 

the idea that the Earth’s land, plants, and wildlife existed only to benefit white civilization. By 

the early twentieth century, many parts of American society subscribed to the notion of Manifest 

Destiny.11 

                                                
9 Walter L. Buenger and Robert A. Calvert, “The Shelf Life of Truth in Texas,” in Texas Through Time: Evolving 
Interpretations, eds. Walter L. Buenger and Robert A. Calvert (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 
1991), xiv; Stephen Stagner, “Epics, Science, and the Lost Frontier: Texas Historical Writing, 1836-1936,” Western 
Historical Quarterly 12 (April 1981): 165-81; George P. Garrison, Texas: A Contest of Civilizations (New York: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1903); George P. Garrison, “The First Stage of the Movement for the Annexation of Texas,” 
American Historical Review 10 (October 1904): 72-76; William C. Poole, Eugene C. Barker: Historian (Austin: 
Texas State Historical Association, 1971); Eugene C. Barker, Life of Stephen F. Austin, Founder of Texas, 1793-
1836: A Chapter in the Westward Movement of the Anglo-American People (Nashville: Cokesbury, 1925). 
 
10 Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in The Turner Thesis: 
Concerning the Role of the Frontier in American History, ed. George Rogers Taylor (Boston: D.C. Heath and 
Company, 1956).  
 
11 Buenger and Calvert, “The Shelf Life of Truth in Texas”, xiv-xv and Benjamin Kline, First Along the River: A 
Brief History of the U.S. Environmental Movement (Boulder, CO: Acada Books, 2000), 1. 
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Only a handful of renowned naturalists, philosophers, and scholars challenged this 

perspective. Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), John Muir 

(1838-1914), George Caitlin (1796-1872), and George P. Marsh (1801-1882) brought about a 

growing awareness of the American assault on nature by advocating the rejection of materialism 

and utilitarianism.12 George P. Marsh, philosopher, linguist, and U.S. congressman, wrote Man 

and Nature in 1864, which detailed the need for sustainable development based on the idea that 

supports “economic development of human cultures through the use of natural resources in ways, 

based on ecological principles, capable of being sustained indefinitely.”13 

At the same time that American naturalists expounded on their beliefs, European 

intellectuals developed critiques of traditional positivist outlooks. Among the leading exponents 

of historical and social science ideas incorporating environmental factors as essential 

components of analysis were Karl Marx and Frederick Engels, who argued that natural, 

economic, and technological factors needed to be analyzed collectively. In particular, they 

argued that in modern capitalist societies the individual is divorced from nature, thus creating a 

situation in which nature itself becomes a commodity ripe for exploitation.14 As a consequence, 

both human culture and the natural world suffer great harm. American scholars applied Marxist 

critiques of capitalism to the American Great Plains a century and a half after their European 

                                                
12 Kline, First Along the River, 32-35; George Caitlin, Letters and Notes of the Manners, Customs, and Conditions 
of the North American Indians, Volume 2 (London, 1841); Henry David Thoreau, “Walking,” Excursions, The 
Writings of Henry David Thoreau (Boston: Riverside Edition, 1893); Henry David Thoreau, Essay on the Duty of 
Civil Disobedience and Walden (New York: Lancer Books, 1968); and Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature (Boston: J. 
Munroe and Company, 1836). 
 
13 George P. Marsh, The Earth as Modified by Human Action: A New Edition of Man and Nature (New York: 
Scribner, Armstrong, and Company, 1874). 

  
14 Frederic L. Bender, “Historical and Theoretical Backgrounds of the Communist Manifesto,” in The Communist 
Manifesto (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1988), 26; Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “The German 
Ideology,” in The Essential Writings, ed. Frederic L. Bender  (Boulder, CO: Westview, 1986), 165-181; and 
Friedrich Engels, Dialectics of Nature, ed. and trans. Clemens Dutt (New York: International Publishers, 1940). 

 



 9 

formulations. In the 1980s such scholars as Alan M. Klein and Donald Worster showed that 

natural, economic, and technological variables all played interlocking and viable roles in plains 

history.15 

But, the realization that the environment was part of history did not register with 

historians until after “the frontier” disappeared at the turn of the twentieth century and when 

people wanted to preserve wilderness and conserve natural resources for future generations.16 

After the turn of the century a new breed of scholars, such as Aldo Leopold and James C. Malin, 

produced pioneering works on human/environmental relationships. Malin “the first historian to 

understand and make constructive use of ecological theory” wrote about the plains environment 

and history.17 Through historical analysis of the Dust Bowl, Malin discovered that the relatively 

newly settled plains farmers would do better once they experimented with and understood 

environmental limitations.18 Aldo Leopold (1887-1947) fused detailed observations of nature 

with philosophic speculation on the relationship between humans and their environment. 

Following in the footsteps of Gilbert White (1720-1793), Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), 

and John Muir (1838-1914), Leopold wrote an important regional case study, A Sand County 

Almanac, establishing the “Land Ethic,” or the need for humans to be stewards or citizens of the 

                                                
15 Alan M. Klein, “Plains Economic Analysis: The Marxist Compliment,” Anthropology on the Great Plains, eds. 
W. Raymond Wood and Margot Liberty (Lincoln, Neb: University of Nebraska Press, 1980), 129-140; Donald 
Worster, Nature’s Economy: The Roots of Ecology (New York: Doubleday, 1979); Donald Worster, Rivers of 
Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York: Pantheon Press, 1985); Donald Worster, 
“The Dirty Thirties: A Study in Agricultural Capitalism,” Great Plains Quarterly, 6, 2 (1986): 107-116; and Donald 
Worster, The Ends of the Earth: Perspectives on Modern Environmental History, (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988).  
  
16 Kline, First Along the River, 2. 
 
17 Allan G. Bogue, “James C. Malin: A Voice from the Grassland,” in Writing Western History: Essays on Major 
Western Historians, ed. Richard W. Etulain (Albuquerque, N.M: 1991). 
 
18 James C. Malin, “The Adaptation of the Agricultural System to Sub-Humid Environment,” Agricultural History 
10 (1936): 339-72; James C. Malin, History and Ecology: Studies of the Grassland, ed. Robert P. Swierenga 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984); and Bogue, “James C. Malin.” 
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land and not conquerors.19 Although Leopold died in 1947, his body of work was not widely read 

and accepted until the 1960s.20 

Despite Leopold and Malin, many scholars in the mid-twentieth century took the study of 

societal-environmental relationships in different directions. Ellen Semple (1863-1932) 

popularized environmental determinism, which argued the environment was the prime force for 

historical change.21 Many historians, including Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) and 

Walter Prescott Webb, subscribed to environmental determinism and applied it to the Southern 

Plains. Frederick Jackson Turner’s The Frontiers in American History argued that the 

environment determined Anglo-American preference for settlement because forested areas were 

preferred and treeless prairies avoided. Environmental determinism was also apparent in Walter 

Prescott Webb’s classic The Great Plains.22 

Anglo-centric philosophies and deterministic ideologies emanating from the University 

of Texas at Austin heavily influenced the first historical works on the Red Rolling Plains. 

Scholars such as Turner and Webb undoubtedly influenced regional historians, such as Johnnie 

Morgan, the author of History of Wichita Falls. She cited the well-known scholars throughout 

her work. Biased in favor of Anglo culture, Morgan paints an almost folkloric Eden filled with 

                                                
19 Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (Reprint, 1948. New York: Oxford University Press, 1972). Gilbert White 
was an English clergymen, naturalist, and writer.  
 
20 Aldo Leopold, “The Land Ethic”, in Human Geography: An Essential Anthology, eds. John Agnew, David N. 
Livingston, and Alisdair Rogers (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996). 
 
21 Ellen C. Semple, “Influences of Geographic Environment”, in Human Geography: An Essential Anthology, eds. 
John Agnew, David N. Livingston, and Alisdair Rogers (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996). Semple’s 
ideas were influenced by German scholar Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904) author of Anthropogeographie (1881). 
 
22 Terry G. Jordan, “Pioneer Evaluation of Vegetation in Frontier Texas,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 76 
(January 1973): 232-254; Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains (Boston, 1931); and Frederick Jackson Turner, 
The Frontier in America History, (New York, 1921), 134-136. Stephen Harriman Long designated the region as the 
"Great American Desert." Long's expedition was the first Anglo-American venture across the Panhandle and the 
first scientific survey of the region. Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Stephen Harriman Long” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/LL/flo13.html (accessed March 10, 2009). 
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romantic representations of frontier cowboys, pioneering farmers, wildcat oilmen, and the 

positive wonders of urban growth. Morgan saw the frontier rapidly moving westward and the site 

on the Big Wichita River that eventually became Wichita Falls as a vast, empty, limitless, lonely 

spot on the endless stretches of prairies. She ignored a rich native and Euroamerican history and 

the numerous, fragile, and complex ecosystems that thrived on those prairies.23  

Writing in the late 1920s and early 1930s, Morgan’s study of Wichita Falls did not focus 

on environmental conditions in the Red River valley. In fact Morgan intended to produce an 

“authoritative” work on Wichita Falls history suitable for a seventh grade civics lesson. Morgan 

states in a letter to anthropologist Dr. J.E. Pearce, “We are compiling the book for the seventh 

grade as a sort of basis for Community Civics. This is our contribution to the ‘city that faith 

built’ through public spirited citizens.”24 Area businessmen certainly knew how to use such 

traditional historical narratives to their advantage. Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce member 

Luther Hoffman and newspaper editor Ed Howard helped Johnnie Morgan secure a wide 

distribution for History of Wichita Falls. And local civic leader Mrs. A.H. Carrigan planned the 

sales campaign for the book.25 To be fair to Morgan, not much information about the 

environment or its various cultures existed to assemble. Despite the lack of resources, regional 

and county histories, such as Johnnie Morgan’s History of Wichita Falls, shaped the traditional 

regional history of the upper Red River. 

Katherine Douthitt’s Romance and Dim Trails: A History of Clay County is another work 

in this style of scholarship. For example Douthitt argued, 
                                                
23 Johnnie Morgan, History of Wichita Falls (Wichita Falls, TX: Nortex, 1931), 11.  
 
24 Johnnie Morgan, to Dr. J.E. Pearce, 1931, Wichita County Folder, Texas Archeological Research Laboratory, 
University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas. Dr. J.E. Pearce was a professor in the Department of Anthropology at 
the University of Texas at Austin. 
 
25 May 26, 1931, Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce, Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University. 
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The enormous herds of buffalo would have been detrimental to the expansion of 
western settlement….While the Indians had the buffalo to depend upon for 
food…the results were many bloody battles and stealthy massacres that halted the 
westward expansion of the settlement. The government permitted the slaughter of 
the buffalo, and I think rightly so.26  

 
Such Anglo-centric and avowedly racist tones continued through the 1960s. But by the late 

1940s and early 1950s regional historians and archeologists had begun piecing together a more 

tangible and documentary history of the Southern Plains that was not based in folklore or Anglo 

triumphalism. Specifically in the Upper Red River, Jesse Wallace “J.W.” Williams, Rupert 

Norval Richardson, Kenneth Franklin Neighbours, Jack O. Loftin, Jack T. Hughes, and Marvin 

Tooley collected empirical evidence about the human past. 

The scholars started to look around and take the landscape into consideration. 

Serious studies of northwest Texas and southwest Oklahoma began to provide field 

evidence for their thesis. Archeologists Marvin Tooley found evidence for an early 

human presence in the Red River Valley,27 and Jack T. Hughes made the first 

comprehensive archeological surveys of the region.28 Historian Rupert N. Richardson 

collected field evidence and labored in archives, paying close attention to human 

migratory patterns, hunting of buffalo, the cattle trade that came after the Civil War, and 

                                                
26 Katherine Douthitt, Romance and Dim Trails: A History of Clay County (Dallas: William T. Tardy Publishers, 
1938), 58. For similar county histories in the region see Sylvia Jo Jones, Wilbarger County (Lubbock, TX: 
Wilbarger County Historical Commission, 1986), 557. Jones wrote “The over-abundance of buffalo [and 
Indians]…was an obstacle to be overcome before the settler could establish frontier homes.” 

 
27 Trinomial 41WC6, Wichita County Folder, Texas Archeological Research Laboratory, University of Texas at 
Austin, Austin, Texas.  

 
28 Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Reconnaissance in the Wichita River Drainage of North-Central Texas (Canyon, 
TX: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West Texas State University, 1972); Jack T. 
Hughes, Archeological reconnaissance in the upper Red River drainage of Oklahoma and Texas (Canyon, TX: 
Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West Texas State University, 1973); Jack T. Hughes, 
Prehistory of the Caddoan-speaking tribes (New York: Garland Publishing, 1974); and Gerald Meeks Etchiesen, 
Roberta D. Speer, and Jack T. Hughes, Archeological investigations in the Crowell Reservoir area, Cottle, Foard, 
King, and Knox Counties, Texas (Canyon, TX: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West 
Texas State University, 1979).  
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pacification of American Indians.29 J.W. Williams, a historian of early plains 

transportation, wrote many works on the upper Red River.30 Williams identified and 

retraced trails across the prairies and High Plains, using an interdisciplinary approach 

(mathematics, astronomy, botany, zoology, and years of fieldwork and analysis) to better 

understand past human transport networks across Texas. Williams’s knowledge of the 

regional topography is still unmatched.31 Jack Loftin, a colleague of J.W. Williams, was a 

historian and collector in the same vein as Williams. Loftin helped shed light on the 

history of the region, especially Archer County, with his research, fieldwork, and 

writing.32 

Kenneth Neighbours, who also worked with J.W. Williams, edited and compiled 

Williams’s posthumous Old Texas Trails. Neighbours himself wrote extensively about 

the life of Plains Indian agent Robert S. Neighbours.33 Kenneth F. Neighbours’s work on 

Robert S. Neighbours (of no relation) adds a political and biographical element to the 

study of the Red Rolling Plains, as well as an important dimension to regional and 

                                                
29 Rupert N. Richardson, The Frontier of Northwest Texas, 1846-1876 (Glendale, CA: Arthur H. Clark, 1963) and 
Rupert N. Richardson, The Comanche Barrier to South Plains Settlement, A Century and a Half of Savage 
Resistance to the Advancing White Frontier (Glendale, Ca: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1933). 

  
30 J.W. Williams, Old Texas Trails, ed. Kenneth F. Neighbours (Burnett, TX: Eakin Press, 1979); Kenneth F, 
Neighbours, “Jesse Wallace Williams: Man, Teacher, and Writer,” West Texas Historical Association Yearbook, 56 
(1980): 49-57, J.W. Williams, The Big Ranch Country, Wichita Falls, TX; Nortex, 1954); J.W. Williams, “Marcy’s 
Road from Dona Anna,” West Texas Historical Association Yearbook, 19 (October 1934): 128-152; J.W. Williams 
and Ernest Lee, “Marcy’s Exploration to Locate the Texas Indian,” West Texas Historical Association Yearbook, 23 
(October 1947): 107-132; J.W. Williams, “The Butterfield Overland Mail Road Across Texas,” Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly, 61 (July 1957): 1-19. 

     
31 Williams, Old Texas Trails, ix; Neighbours, “Jesse Wallace Williams,” 55. 

 
32 Jack O. Loftin, Trails Through Archer (Austin, TX: Eakin Press, 1979). 
 
33 Earl H. Elam, “Kenneth Franklin Neighbours: A Texas Original,” West Texas Historical Year Book, 1996, 
72:193-200; Kenneth F. Neighbours, “Robert S. Neighbors in Texas, 1836-1859: A Quarter Century of Frontier 
Problems” (Ph.D diss., University of Texas at Austin, 1955); Kenneth F. Neighbours, Robert Simpson Neighbors 
and the Texas frontier, 1836-1859 (Waco, TX: Texian Press, 1975). 
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American Indian history, but offers little input about environmental conditions.34 

Neighbours contributed much to the history of the Southern Plains and his leadership in 

the restoration of Old Fort Belknap led to a rekindled interest in the history of the 

region.35  

Despite scholarly progress, the history of the Upper Red River suffered from the 

persistence of myths concerning the environmental and historical realities of the region. 

In the 1970s historians such as Glenn Shelton and Ione Parfet perpetuated folklore and 

myth in their work.36 Stories about prohibition, shootouts, heists, hangings, wealthy 

families, and famous visitors (Babe Ruth, Frank and Jesse James, Bonnie and Clyde) and 

citizens (Lloyd Ruby and Eddie Hills) filled the pages of these superfluous, 

undocumented, and romanticized histories. In the 1980s several new county and 

photographic histories appeared on the upper Red River because counties were 

celebrating centennials and capitalized on the event to sell celebratory historical works to 

the public. For example, Louise Kelly wrote a history of Wichita County that begins in 

1841 and explores prominent family histories of the region. County histories like Kelly’s 

work provide insightful factual reference, but lack focus on socio-environmental 

concerns.37  

                                                
34 Kenneth F. Neighbours, “The Marcy-Neighbours exploration of the Headwaters of the Brazos and Wichita Rivers 
in 1854,” Panhandle-Plains Historical Review, Volume 27 (1954): 24-46. 
 
35 Earl H. Elam, “Kenneth Franklin Neighbours: A Texas Original,” West Texas Historical Year Book 72 (1996): 
199 and Kenneth F. Neighbours, A History of Fort Belknap on the Upper Brazos (Fort Belknap, TX: Post Office, 
Newcastle: The Fort Belknap Society, 1962).  
 
36 Glenn Shelton, Wichita Falls: A Lady with a Past (Wichita Falls, TX: Western Christian Foundation, 1978) and 
Ione Parfet, The Diamond trail: Published on the occasion of the 75th anniversary Diamond Jubilee Celebration of 
Wichita County, Texas, 1882-1957 (n.p. 1957).  
 
37 Kelly, Wichita County; Duty, Wichita Falls; Wilson, Wichita Falls. 
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Since the 1930s, scholars and local citizens studied the history of the upper Red 

River valleys through many different lenses, including biographical, economic, county, 

church, railroad, and school histories. But this portion of the Southern Plains escaped 

historical scholarship focused on the environment and the conflicts over its natural 

resources.38 More broadly, Harry Sinclair Drago’s Red River Valley: The Mainstream of 

Frontier History from the Louisiana Bayous to the Texas Panhandle (1962) and Carl 

Newton Tyson’s The Red River in Southwestern History (1977) followed the Turnerian 

                                                
38 Morgan, The History of Wichita Falls; Douthitt, Romance and Dim Trails; Gladys Van Horn, “The History of the 
Roads in Wichita County, Texas” (MA Thesis, University of Texas, 1936); Margueritte Sandefer, “The 
Development of the Oil Industry in Wichita County” (MA Thesis, University of Texas, 1938); Homer C. Laxson, 
Economic Survey of Wichita County, Texas (Wichita Falls, TX: Bureau of Business and Economic Research at 
Midwestern State University, 1958); Lloyd Neely, “History of Wichita Falls” (MA Thesis, Southern Methodist 
University, 1962); J.P. Earle, History of Clay County and Northwest Texas (Austin, TX: Brick Row Book Shop, 
1963); Claude A. Beesley, An Ever Rolling Stream: The Chronicle of the Parish of the Good Shepherd, Wichita 
Falls, Texas, (Wichita Falls, TX: n.p., 1964); J. Howard Morgan,  “The History of Banking in Wichita Falls, Texas” 
(Ph.D Dissertation, Southwestern Graduate School of Banking, Dallas, TX, 1964); Dorothy Louise Allen, The Kemp 
Public Library: A History, 1896-1963 (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1965); Hazel Kilpatrick, A History of 
Floral Heights Methodist Church, Woman's Society of Christian Service, 1919-1965 (Wichita Falls, TX: Floral 
Heights Methodist Church, 1966); Clint Leland Smith, “A History of Call Aviation Field” (MA Thesis, Midwestern 
State University, 1970); Minnie King Benton, Boomtown, A Portrait of Burkburnett (Quanah, Texas: Nortex Offset 
Publications, 1972); William Charles Taylor, A History of Clay County (Austin: Jenkins Publishing Co., 1972); 
Flavis Greer, History of the Church of Christ in Wichita Falls, Texas, 1908-1973 (Wichita Falls, TX: Western 
Christian Foundation, 1973); Nancy Hansen, Wichita Falls: Where Enterprise and Opportunity Meet (Wichita Falls, 
TX: Anniversary 100, 1982); Flavis Greer, History of the Church of Christ in Wichita Falls, Texas, 1908-1973 
(Wichita Falls, TX: Western Christian Foundation, 1973); Donald Hofsommer, "Townsite Development on the 
Wichita Falls and Northwestern Railway," Great Plains Journal 16 (Spring 1977): 107-22; Jack Loftin, Trails 
Through Archer (Austin: Eakin Publications, 1979); Norman W. Spellmann and Betty B. Spellmann, History of 
First Methodist Church, Wichita Falls, Texas: A Century of Faith 1881-1981 (Wichita Falls, TX: Heritage 
Committee of First Methodist Church, 1981); Michael Duty, Wichita Falls: A Century of Photographs (Wichita 
Falls: Midwestern State University Press, 1982); Louise Kelly, Wichita County Beginnings (Burnett, TX.: Eakin 
Press, 1982); Steve Wilson, Wichita Falls: A Pictorial History (Norfolk, Va.: The Donning Co., 1982); Lorene D. 
Williams, A History of Lamar Baptist Church the First 75 years: February 11, 1912 through February 11, 1987 
(Wichita Falls, TX: Lamar Baptist Church, 1987); Gary Goldberg and Louis J. Rodriguez, Midwestern State 
University in Photographs (Wichita Falls, TX: Midwestern State University Press, 1995); Max Kinter, Sacred Heart 
Parish: 100 Years of Growth and Service (n.p., 1992); Elizabeth Perkins Prothro, Building Our Legacy: First United 
Methodist Church, Wichita Falls, Texas (Wichita Falls, TX: Humphrey Printing Company, 1999); Nick Gholson, 
Hail to Our Colors: A Complete History of Coyote Football (Wichita Falls, TX: n.p., 1999); Everett William 
Kindig, Midwestern State University: The Better Part of a Century (Wichita Falls, TX: Midwestern State University 
Press, 2000); and Everett William Kindig and Jodie Moon, A Brief History of Midwestern State University's Sikes 
House (Wichita Falls, TX: n.p., 2001). 
 



 16 

tradition, laying out an institutional and traditional history of the Red River frontier being 

tamed and devoid of contests for resources.39 

History of water resources on the Southern Plains began as an institutional study of water 

development and evolved slowly to the ecological approach now being popularized. Walter 

Prescott Webb, “an exemplar of the southern plains water craze,” epitomized the institutional 

approach. 40 He wrote in The Great Plains “[t]he scarcity of moisture is the subject that furnishes 

the greatest amount of thought and talk: in fact it is the crux of the whole problem of conquering 

the Great Plains.”41 Webb and the generations before and after him saw water as the basic 

environmental “problem” or determinant that stood in the way of “conquering” the American 

West.42 He viewed farmers, private corporations, individual states, and the federal government, 

in the form of the Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of Reclamation, as individuals and 

groups on a mission to conquer the problem of aridity facing the Trans-Mississippi West. For 

                                                
39 Carl N. Tyson, The Red River in Southwestern History (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1981) and Harry 
Sinclair Drago’s Red River Valley: The Mainstream of Frontier History from the Louisiana Bayous to the Texas 
Panhandle (New York: Clarkson N. Potter, 1962). 
 
40 Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 264. 
 
41 Walter Prescott Webb. The Great Plains (Dallas, TX: Ginn and Company, 1931), 322. Many scholars in the 
twentieth century sorely misunderstood societal-environmental relationships. Ellen Semple (1863-1932) popularized 
environmental determinism, which argued that the environment was the prime force for historical change. Many 
historians, including Frederick Jackson Turner (1861-1932) and Walter Prescott Webb, subscribed to environmental 
determinism and applied it to the American West. Terry G. Jordan, “Pioneer Evaluation of Vegetation in Frontier 
Texas”, Southwestern Historical Quarterly 76 (January 1973): 232-254; Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Plains, 
(Boston, 1931); Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in America History, (New York, 1921), 134-136; and Ellen 
C. Semple, “Influences of Geographic Environment”, in Human Geography: An Essential Anthology, eds. John 
Agnew, David N. Livingston, and Alisdair Rogers (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996). German scholar 
Friedrich Ratzel (1844-1904) author of Anthropogeographie (1881) influenced Semple’s environmental determinist 
framework. 

 
42 Webb cited many works from the early twentieth century that reflect his Anglo-American conquest and 
environmental deterministic outlook on river environments, such as William E. Smythe, The Conquest of Arid 
America (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1911). William Smythe, an avid supporter of irrigation in the West, 
especially in San Diego, California, wrote this influential work that permeated through Progressiv-erae thought after 
1910. 
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decades scholars perpetuated the institutional and conquest formulated water-use paradigm.43 

Texas historians followed in Webb’s footsteps, and specifically Drago’s Red River Valley and 

Tyson’s The Red River in Southwestern History followed this trend for Red River studies.44 

Samuel P. Hays initially broke though that paradigm in 1959 with his Conservation and 

the Gospel of Efficiency. According to Hays, conservation and technological efficiency had 

proven disastrous for the environment and only benefited a centralizing government. The work 

questioned the ultimate beneficence of technology, as will this dissertation question the state’s 

beneficence in the development of the Red River basin.45 Alongside Hays’s pioneering work, 

Roderick Nash also challenged the paradigms set in motion by Turner and Webb and 

systematically pulled their arguments apart. Roderick Nash, a visionary intellectual of the “new 

environmental history” movement, details in his book Wilderness and the American Mind, 

American perceptions of wilderness.46 Nash contends pioneer pride emerged from the 

subjugation of wilderness that eventually gave way to romantic notions about wilderness 

preservation.47  

                                                
43 William E Warne, The Bureau of Reclamation (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973); Anthony F. Turhollow, A 
History of the Los Angeles District, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1898-1965 (Los Angeles, 1975); William F. 
Willingham, Northwest Passages: A History of the Seattle District, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1896-1920 (Fort 
Belvoir, VA, 1992); and Joseph J. Hagwood’s Engineers at the Golden Gate: A History of the San Francisco 
District, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 1866-1980 (San Francisco, 1982). 
 
44 Tyson, The Red River in Southwestern History and Drago Red River Valley. For institutional histories of Texas 
river authorities see John A. Adams, Damming the Colorado: The Rise of the Lower Colorado River Authority, 
1933-1939 (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1990) and Kenneth E. Hendrickson, The Waters of the 
Brazos: A History of the Brazos River Authority, 1929-1979 (Waco, TX: The Texian Press, 1981).  

 
45 Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive Conservation Movement, 1890-1920 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959). 
 
46 Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967). 
 
47 Ibid., 108. 
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By the 1980s revisionist social history emerged full force. Scholars of the American West 

formed a “new western history” that in turn spawned “New Environmental Historians,” such as 

William Cronon, Richard White, Patricia Limerick, and Donald Worster.48 Worster’s pivotal 

works Dust Bowl and Rivers of Empire depict the complete transformation of the study of water 

resources from institutional to environmental history. For Worster, bureaucrats and 

agriculturalists converted river valleys into agricultural empires through a process of ecological 

intensification in order to extract more and more economic yield. Large amounts of exploration, 

capital, and labor enabled society to harness wild rivers and in turn harvest their wealth. 

Ultimately people converted water into a commodity to be bought, sold, and exploited.  

Through the 1980s and 1990s environmental concerns affected the way Western history 

was being written at universities. More modern works on the Southern Plains and western 

environmental history focused on the interaction between humans and the environment with the 

largest focus on natural disasters and environmental tragedies.49 Worster soon called on 

environmental historians to focus on three levels of analysis, including the recreation of natural 

ecologies, an examination of human cultural values, and an analysis of economics.50 Some recent 

                                                
48 See the following for path breaking environmental histories within “New Western History,” William Cronon, 
Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991); Patricia Nelson 
Limerick. Something in the Soil: Legacies and Reckonings in the New West (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 
2000), White, “It’s Your Misfortune and None of My Own”: A History if the American West; Richard White, Land 
Use, Environment, and Social Change: The Shaping of Island County, Washington (University of Washington Press, 
1992); and Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1979). 

 
49 David L. Wheeler, “The Blizzard of 1866 and Its Effects on the Range Cattle Industry,” Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly, 69, 3 (January 1991): 415-432; Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1979); Worster, Rivers of Empire, 64; and John Mack Faragher, “The Frontier Trail: 
Rethinking Turner and Reimagining the American West,” American Historical Review, 98 (February 1993): 17-29. 
 
50 Donald Worster, “Doing Environmental History”, The Ends of the Earth: Perspectives on Modern Environmental 
History, ed. Donald Worster (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 289-307; Donald Worster, “Seeing 
beyond Culture” Journal of American History 76 (March 1990): 1132-1136; and Dan Flores, “Nature’s Children: 
Environmental History as Human Natural History,” The Natural West: Environmental History in the Great Plains 
and Rocky Mountains (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 2001), 9-28. 
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environmental historians and nuanced critics, such as Dan Flores and Geoff Cunfer, believe 

Worster followed recent trends in materialist Marxist theory and cultural relativism and set 

environmental history on another one-track methodology. Flores wrote,  

In other words, what has really pushed Western environmental history so far is the 
story of how people and place have been integrated into the global capitalist 
economy, a narrative that has become almost formulaic: start with pristine nature, 
add noble primitives who coexist blissfully with the world, introduce the white 
capitalist and watch nature and natives go shit-bang in nothing flat.51  
 
Donald Worster had challenged Turner’s paradigmatic “Frontier Thesis” with a 

declensionist approach, ascribing dust storms and environmental degradation to exploitive 

capitalistic forces. But Cunfer and Flores go further, challenging both Turnerian and declesionist 

approaches. Cunfer claims that both Turner and Worster are “ideologically driven” and lack 

“rigorous empirical analysis.”52 Cunfer assembled the fruits of population studies, Geographic 

Information Systems, and the new environmental history—characteristic of Dan Flores’s work 

on environmental plains history—together in his comprehensive study On the Great Plains: 

Agriculture and Environment. Cunfer’s quantitative study of Plains environmental history argued 

humans were part of the ecosystem and their agroecological processes one of the many 

contending forces shaping the Great Plains landscape. According to Cunfer humans found 

natural limits and negotiated a compromise with nature. Yet On the Great Plains lacked the 

overall theoretical mechanisms to make it a classic within the field. Whereas Flores and Cunfer 

criticize Worster for being too formulaic, Worster sees the need for broader interpretations 

within environmental history, seeking larger explanations for past events.53  

                                                
51 Flores, “Nature’s Children,” 12-13. 
 
52 Geoff Cunfer, On the Great Plains: Agriculture and Environment. (College Station: Texas A&M University 
Press, 2005), 10. 
 
53 Ibid. 
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Several environmental histories focus on river valleys throughout the United States, each 

questioning Worster’s overarching assumptions in Rivers of Empire, but still finding great 

inspiration from Worster’s prolific body of work.54 The most enduring work, James Sherow’s 

Watering the Valley: Development along the High Plains Arkansas River, 1870-1950, echoes 

many of the developments in the Red River Valley. In both river basins speculative 

entrepreneurial projects caused environmental degradation, which in many ways outweighed 

economic benefits. Development resulted in an overbuilt landscape that lacked human concern 

for natural rhythms and intolerance for the natural limits of the river. By bringing the story to the 

1950s, Sherow elucidated the environmental consequences initiated by the speculative 

enterprises of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era.55 Stephen Bogener’s Ditches Across the 

Desert: Irrigation in the Lower Pecos Valley also fits into the regional river valley approach with 

his study of the Pecos River Valley from 1870 to the 1920s. Financial downturns forced 

individual farmers and private corporations to turn to help from the federal government for 

reclamation projects on the Pecos River. Ultimately irrigation boosters and federal reclamation 

efforts failed at water resource development. The projects certainly did not meet the expectations 

                                                
54 There are numerous examples of these kinds of works including: Jahue Anderson, “An Environmental History of 
the Wichita Rivers,” M.A. Thesis (San Marcos: Texas State University-San Marcos, 2004); John P. Tiefenbacher, 
“A Rio Grande “Brew”: Agriculture, Industry, and Water Quality in the Lower Rio Grande River Valley,” In Fluid 
Arguments: Five Centuries of Western Water Conflict, Ed. Char Miller (University of Arizona Press, 2001), 178-
200; Brad F. Raley, “Private Irrigation in Colorado’s Grand Valley,” In Fluid Arguments: Five Centuries of Western 
Water Conflict, Ed. Char Miller (University of Arizona Press, 2001), 156-177;  James M. Aton and Robert S. 
McPherson, River Flowing from the Sunrise: An Environmental History of the Lower San Juan (Logan, Utah, 2000); 
Thomas G. Alexander, “Stewardship and Enterprise: The LDS Church and the Wasatch Oasis Environment, 1847-
1930,” Western Historical Quarterly 25 (Autumn 1994): 341-364; and Mark Fiege, Irrigated Eden: The Making of 
an Irrigated Landscape in the American West (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999). Fiege focuses on the 
Snake River. 

 
55 Sherow, Watering the Valley. 
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of developers. And today the Pecos River displays environmental degradation wrought by the 

boosters of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era.56  

This environmental study of the Upper Red River Valley fits with the works of Bogner 

and Sherow, but goes beyond arguing the Red River Basin was “more complicated” than 

Worster’s theoretical framework. Donald Worster rebuts his critics, arguing just because 

someone claims something is “more complicated” does not make it necessarily “sophisticated 

analysis.”57 Ultimately Worster’s major theoretical maxim, that increasing centralization from 

the state enforces sameness and order, holds up in the historical record. Or as James Scott asserts 

in Seeing Like A State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed, 

monarchs and nation states naturally worked to make their peoples and environments more 

“legible.”58 Standardization and centralization enforced sameness from the top down and ignored 

knowledge of the local environment, which was “key to making complex social and ecological 

systems work.”59 

Knowledge of the local environment and its relationship to policy formation and socio-

economic decision making should, as many anthropologists and geographers suggest, play 

central roles in regional watershed development and history of that development. This work 

considers the work of modern environmental historians, but has turned to cultural geographers 

for theoretical frameworks in studying society and environmental relationships. As Geographer 

Karl Butzer asserts, “Like most larger problems confronting human society today, ecological 

                                                
56 Stephen Bogener, Ditches Across the Desert: Irrigation in the Lower Pecos Valley (Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech 
University Press, 2003), 6. 
 
57 Mark Harvey, “Donald Worster,” Environmental History 13:1 (January 2008), 140-155. 
 
58 Scott, Seeing Like A State, 2-7, 201, 221, 304-306. 
 
59 James Murton, “Creating Order: The Liberals, the Landowners, and the Draining of Sumas Lake, British 
Columbia,” Environmental History 13:1 (January 2008), 95.  
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issues are sufficiently complex to demand a new and greatly expanded medium of 

interdisciplinary interaction and collaboration.” Biologists do not often consider humans in the 

cultural landscape and their studies of the relationship demand collaboration with environmental 

historians, anthropologists, and human geographers, who consider the human side of things 

integral to their studies.60  

Carl Sauer pioneered the cultural landscape theoretical framework in geography. 

According to Sauer, culture is an agent, the natural area is the medium, and the cultural 

landscape is the result. Under the influence of a given culture, itself changing through time, the 

landscape undergoes development, passing through phases, and possibly reaching the end of its 

cycle of development. With the introduction of an alien culture, a rejuvenation of the cultural 

landscape sets in, or a new landscape is superimposed on remnants of an older one. Sauer wrote 

about landscape development as essentially exercises in “culture history” that involved 

appreciation for the “natural environment,” reconstruction of past landscapes, and processes of 

change through human agency. Through fieldwork Sauer saw an “Indianized” landscape in the 

Americas, and European forms lying atop those natively humanized landscapes. The Berkeley 

School, the collective term applied to a group of geographers influenced by Sauer at the 

University of California at Berkeley in the Department of Geography, used this theoretical 

framework to publish major works of scholarship, which enrich scholarly understandings of the 

impacts of human agency on the environment.61   

                                                
60 Butzer, “Ecology in the Long View,” 142. 
 
61 Carl Sauer’s work in geography defines the cultural landscape. In his Morphology of Landscape, he states, 
“Geography is based on the union of physical and cultural elements of the landscape.” Carl O. Sauer, “The 
Morphology of Landscape,” Human Geography: An Essential Anthology, eds. John Agnew, David N. Livingston, 
and Alisdair Rogers (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publishers, 1996). 
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Modern cultural geographers and geo-archeologists, such as Karl W. Butzer, followed on 

the heels of Carl Sauer, and study, research, and write about cultural landscapes around the world 

in order to better understand societal and environmental relationships. Butzer and the newer crop 

of cultural geographers fine-tuned their analysis.62 The research based on local community case 

studies focused on the interface of archival documentation and the geo-archeological database in 

order to determine the human relationship with the environment and its implications.63 Cultural 

geographers found agricultural and demographic strategies, community decision-making 

processes, and the increasing influence of market prices on economic decisions all impacted 

local ecological behavior.64 Certainly cultural geographers like Carl Sauer, Karl Butzer, and 

William Doolittle informed the studies of environmental historians. Furthermore, geographers 

such as Butzer and William Denevan, revealed permanently that natural or pristine ecologies 

                                                
62 Some more examples of this type of cultural-historical geography include: Andrew Sluyter, “The Ecological 
Origins and Consequences of Cattle Ranching in Sixteenth Century New Spain,” Geographical Review 86:2 (April 
1996): 161-177; Daniel Gade and Mario Escobar, “Village Settlement and the Colonial Legacy of Southern Peru.” 
Geographicl Review (1982) 72: 430-449; George W. Lovell. “Mayans, Missionaries, Evidence and Truth: The 
Polemic of Native Resettlement in Sixteenth Century Guatemala,”  Journal of Historical Geography (1982) 
16:3:277-294; W. George Lovell, “Heavy Shadows and Black Night:” Disease and Depopulation in Colonial 
Spanish America,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 82:3 (1992): 426-443; William Denevan, 
“A Bluff Model of Riverine Settlement in Prehistoric Amazonia,”  Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers 86:4. (December 1996): 654-681; William V. Davidson, “The Garifuna of Pear Lagoon: Ethnohistory 
of an Afro-American Enclave in Nicaragua,” Ehtnohistory 27:1 (Winter 1980): 31-47; William V. Davidson, “Black 
Carib (Garifuna) Habitats in Central America,” in Fronier Adaptations in Lower Central America, eds. M. Helms 
and F. Loveland (Philadelphia: Institue for the Study of Human Issues, 1976), 85-94;  
 
63 Butzer, “The Realm of Cultural-Human Ecology”; Karl W. Butzer, “Ecology in the Long View: Settlement 
Histories, Agrosystemic Strategies, and Ecological Performance,” Journal of Field Archeology, 23 (1996): 34-56; 
Karl W. Butzer, “Cattle and Sheep from Old to New Spain: Historical Antecedents,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers, 78 (1988): 29-56; Karl W. Butzer, “Diffusion, Adaptation, and Evolution of the Spanish 
Agrosystem,” in The Transfer and Transformations of Ideas and Material Culture, eds. P.J. Hughill and D.B. 
Dickson (College Station, Tx: Texas A&M University Press, 1988), 91-109; Karl W. Butzer, “A Human Ecosystem 
Framework for Archeology,” in The Ecosystem Approach in Anthropology, ed. E.F. Moran,  (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1990), 91-130; Karl W. Butzer and Elisabeth K. Butzer, “The Sixteenth-Century Environment of 
the Central Mexican Bajio: Archival Reconstruction from Colonial Land Grants,” in Culture, Place, and Form, ed. 
K. Mathewson (Baton Rouge, La: Geoscience and Man, 1993), 89-124; William V. Davidson, “Disperal of the 
Garifuna in the Western Caribbean,” Actes du XLII Congres International des Americanistes 6 (Paris 1976): 467-
474; Ben Tillman, “Spatial Succession of Sacred Space in Chicago,” Journal of Cultural Geography (2001). 
  
64 Butzer, “The Realm of Cultural-Human Ecology.” 
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were impossible to define, especially when one considers geologic time.65 For instance, through 

geologic time the Red Rolling Plains went through extreme climatic, vegetative, and geologic 

changes; to study both environment and history, temporal constraints must come into play when 

determining environmental change and sustainability. A baseline ecology approach allows 

readers to better understand the rate of change between time periods. 

This environmental history of the upper Red Rivers intends to follow in the scholarly 

tradition of history established by regional historians J.W. Williams, Kenneth F. Neighbours, 

Kenneth Hendrickson, Michael Collins, and Jack Loftin, relying on hard evidence from the 

archives. It adheres, however, to the modern societal/environmental theoretical framework 

developed in the late 1980s and 1990s by those environmental historians and cultural 

geographers discussed above.66 This type of work proves important, not only because it provides 

an historical overview of ecological change but also because it discards many myths about the 

region’s history and environment, providing a more compelling portrayal of the valley’s 

development and offering a more rigorous assessment of the environmental consequences of 

human interaction with the landscape. Developers need less stereotyping and more community-

                                                
65 William M. Denevan, “The Pristine Myth: The Landscape of the Americas in 1492,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 82:3 (1992): 369-385 and Charles C. Mann. 1491: New Revelation of the Americas Before 
Columbus (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005). 
 
66 Other modern influential environmental historians include John Opie, Nature’s Nation: An Environmental History 
of the United States, (Ft. Worth, TX: Harcort and Brace, 1998); Alfred W. Crosby, Columbian Exchange Biological 
and Cultural Consequences, (New York: Greenwood Publishing, 1973); and Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological 
Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993); 
Patricia Nelson Limerick, Something in the Soil: Legacies and Reckonings in the New West (New York and London: 
W.W. Norton & Company, 2000); Richard White, “Trashing the Trails,” In Trails Toward a New Western History, 
eds., Patricia Nelson Limerick, Clyde a Milner II, and Charles E. Rankin (Lawrence, KS: University Press of 
Kansas, 1991); Richard White’s Land Use, Environment, and Social Change: The Shaping of island County, 
Washington (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1980), and Andrew Isenberg, The Destruction of the Bison: 
An Environmental History, 1750-1920 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000). 
 



 25 

based studies of environmental behavior.67 The following chapters offer an environmental 

interpretation of the upper Red River basin. 

This introductory chapter placed the narrative within a historiographical and theoretical 

framework and outlines the scope of the subsequent chapters. Chapter two, “Deep Time,” uses a 

longue duree approach as formulated by the French Annales school of history and taken up with 

relish by environmental historians.68  The chapter explores natural history, archeological records, 

Amerindian resources, and colonial Spanish and French written records to prove that humans 

have been agents of change in the Upper Red River basin for millennia. It outlines Amerindian 

and Euroamerican cultural landscapes in the valley, specifically folk architecture and human 

water use from before 1491 to 1803. Although no clear line exists as to delineate change, this 

first chapter establishes an ecological baseline from which change can be examined after the 

Louisiana Purchase of 1803.  

Chapter three illustrates the nation state’s attempts from 1803 to 1860 to make the 

environment and cultures of the Red River basin more “legible.” Many Anglo Americans 

referred to this region as an “Indian Wilderness.” But as discussed in the previous chapter, 

Americans found an already humanized landscape before 1803. During the nineteenth century 

exploratory military expeditions, cadastral surveys, federal roads, construction of military forts, 

formation and delineation of Indian reservations and counties, and the laying out of towns all 

made society and the environment easier for the state to read, monitor, control, and levy taxes 

upon. By the 1860s, Americans forced a modern landscape, a more recognizable matrix of 
                                                
67 Karl W. Butzer, review of Human Impacts on Ancient Environments, by Charles Redman, Science 287 (March 
2000), 2427. 
 
68 Examples of this type of “deep time” approach include: Richard White, Land Use, Environment, and Social 
Change: The Shaping of island County, Washington (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1980) and Paul 
Howard Carlson, Deep Time and the Texas High Plains: History and Geology (Lubbock: Texas Tech University 
Press, 2005). 
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individual lots and system of taxation, over the remnants of the previous colonial-period cultural 

landscape.  

Chapter four details the contest for the plains of the upper Red River valley in cultural 

and ecological context. Neither culture nor environment determined the shape of the cultural 

landscape. Plainsmen, Amerindian and Euroamerican imagined a landscape where humans 

harvested the products of the grasslands. And they took the process a step farther, commodifying 

the natural products of the plains: the horses, bison, and cattle.  Comancheros, buffalo skinners, 

traders, cattlemen, and Plains Indians all shared in that attempted conquest of nature and empire 

building. But there were limits to what the environment could produce and sustain and when 

people went against the natural order, Mother Nature pulled them back into place.  

Chapter five focuses on folk architecture. An environmental history of the upper Red 

River requires more than a new look at state and environmental relationships, it commands a 

study of the actual Euroamerican settlers and their resource needs: specifically water, food, 

shelter, and mobility, or more technically their use of water and land resources, transportation 

methods, and folk dwellings. The human communities in the network of river valleys from 1860 

to 1882 shaped the upper Red River basin and a review of their actions allows for a ground level 

assessment of the interaction between society and environment. A more personal story of the 

upper Red River valleys comes out of the way actual inhabitants made homes and used their 

resources on the plains.  

Chapter six, “Making Indians Follow The White Man’s Road,” looks at the contest for 

Amerindian resources from the reservation period through allotment. The underlying conflict 

between American Indians and Anglo Americans stemmed not from cultural differences but 

from the contest over resources on the Red Rolling Plains, especially the Wichita Mountains, a 
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veritable oasis of natural resources on the semi-arid Southern Plains. Comanches, Apaches, 

Kiowas, and Wichitas played integral roles in trying to protect the resources of the Wichita 

Mountains in this environmental history of southwestern Oklahoma. The construction of Fort Sill 

and creation of the Wichita Mountain Wildlife Refuge must be understood from within this 

Amerindian and environmental framework.  

The seventh chapter entitled “The Irrigated Valley” moves to the Texas side of the river 

and details development of the Big Wichita River, a major tributary of the upper Red River, 

during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era (1880-1930). The chapter underscores the 

relationship between local elites and political ecology, the intersection at which history, politics, 

and ecology meet. From the washing out of the falls on the Big Wichita River during the Gilded 

Age to the massive reservoir and irrigation system of the late Progressive Era, boosters strived to 

improve local human conditions and raise the value of their lands but because the developers 

ignored the local environment the schemes failed on social, political, and economic levels.  

Chapter eight, “An Incomplete Conquest,” explores the real ecological limitations 

“upbuilders” faced when trying to attain an agrarian vision for development of the Big and Little 

Wichita rivers. The chapter also uncovers New Deal and World War II conservation issues 

(1930-1945) and brings the story to the post World War II era to better understand the actual 

outcomes of many of the boosters’ projects. It concludes by looking at the U.S. Army Corps of 

Engineers’ project to desalinize the Big Wichita River and the nation state’s continuing effort at 

attempting to conquer nature. 

John Wesley Powell, the intrepid one-armed explorer, envisioned a much different 

outcome in the West than what has materialized in the upper Red River in the last one hundred 

years. Powell imagined, in magazine articles and before congress, what Donald Worster later 
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called "watershed democracies." Powell believed one must “observe and respect the patterns that 

water makes as it flows across the landscape.  .  .  . Nature's water does not flow in straight or 

rigid lines, but cuts a far more complicated pattern across the land, creating a mosaic of 

thousands of watershed . . . each one different from all the others.” Each basin or watershed 

forms a unified system. Everything in the basin, from one divide to the other, bound together: 

geology, rainfall, evaporation, soil absorption, runoff, drainage, vegetation, and fauna unified 

into one ecological system. Donald Worster wrote of Powell’s vision, that “every watershed is 

really nature's way of making a river. But our European-derived traditions of private property 

have never acknowledged that unity in nature, nor have they been willing to adapt to it.” Worster 

chided, “where water is concerned, we have at best the shadow of democracy. We do not have 

Powell's nation of watershed democracies shaped to the contours of the land, with full and wide 

community participation.”69  

If the upper Red River Valley had developed using Powell’s framework for settlement, 

which included knowledge of the local environment, conflict for resources would likely have 

been greatly reduced.  Instead the shape of human communities in the upper Red River basin 

took a different course, one dominated by conflict and contests, sometimes masked by the 

rhetoric of ethnicity, race, politics, technocracy, and religion. Yet the shape of the human 

community and the shape of its laws and responsibilities demanded to be tailored to the 

watershed, especially if humans meant to establish sustainable socio-economic systems. 

Development demanded knowledge of local ecological behavior.  

                                                
69 Donald Worster, "Watershed Democracy: Recovering the Lost Vision of John Wesley Powell," Ed. Marnie 
Leybourne and Andrea Gaynor, Water: Histories, Cultures, Ecologies (Crawley, Australia: University of Western 
Australia Press, 2006), 7-10. 
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This historical study reveals the pattern of development in the upper Red River basin, the 

contest for resources, and the socio-economic systems that developed. It calls into question the 

wisdom of traditional development and underscores the need to understand development in terms 

of ecological limits and sustainability. It calls on those who identified with the words of the song 

“Red River Valley” to formally create an identity based on a watershed; to become a watershed 

democracy where laws and development account for ecological realities.  While a Texoma 

identity has developed during the last twenty years to describe inhabitants of the area, much 

more needs to be done to give this contemporary landscape and its people an environmental 

conscience.70  

                                                
70 Judith K. McGinnis, “A River Runs Through It,” Wichita Falls Times Record News, February 7, 2006. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DEEP TIME 

 

Millennia of co-adaptations between humans and environment underlie contemporary 

human-built landscapes in the upper Red River valley. Thousands of years ago humans satisfied 

basic subsistence needs by hunting, gathering, and eventually farming. These needs drove semi-

sedentary inhabitants for many centuries. From the seventeenth to nineteenth century, humans 

laid new cultural and economic systems driven by mercantile capitalism atop this ancient cultural 

landscape, changing the way humans—Amerindian, Euroamerican, and African American—

lived with the land. Human use of the land’s resources over centuries, in this case 10,000 BC – 

1803 AD, unveil humanized parts of the natural landscape. Environmental change since 1803 

can be better understood by examining Amerindian land use and Euroamerican interactions with 

pre-existing Amerindian patterns of production and trade.1 

Human interrelationships to ecology displayed through housing strategies, water resource 

use, and market participation illuminate an alternative narrative to the traditional celebratory 

history of the upper Red River. Neither environment nor culture determined events or structures. 

                                                
1Archeological reports, Euroamerican travel accounts, archival resources, and maps help to establish a base ecology 
for the upper Red River basin in this chapter. For similar approaches see Karl W. Butzer, “A Human Ecosystem 
Framework for Archeology,” The Ecosystem Approach in Anthropology, ed. E.F. Moran (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1990), 91-130; Karl W. Butzer, “The Indian Legacy in the American Landscape,” in The Making of 
the American Landscape, ed. M.P. Conzen (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1990), 27-50; Dan Flores, “Bison Ecology and 
Bison Diplomacy: The Southern Plains from 1800-1850,” The Journal of American History 78: 2 (September 1991): 
465-485; H.H. Birks, et. al., The Cultural Landscape: Past, Present, and Future (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988); Fernando Gonzales Bernaldez, “Western Mediterranean Land-Use Systems as Antecedents for 
Semiarid America,” in Global Land Use Change: A Perspective From The Columbian Encounter, ed. B.L. Turner II 
(Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, 1995), 131; Karl W. Butzer, “The Realm of Cultural-
Human Ecology,” in The Earth As Transformed by Human Interaction: Global and Regional Changes in the 
Biosphere over the Past 300 Years, et. al. B.L. Turner, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 685-701; 
Karl W. Butzer, “Ecology in the Long View: Settlement Histories, Agrosystemic Strategies, and Ecological 
Performance,” Journal of Field Archeology 23 (1996): 142; and William E. Riebsame, “The United States Great 
Plains,” in The Earth As Transformed by Human Interaction: Global and Regional Changes in the Biosphere over 
the Past 300 Years, et. al. B.L. Turner, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 561-576. 
 



 31 

Instead society and ecology influenced each other in more nuanced ways. For example, Apaches, 

Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, Wichitas, Comanches, and Euroamericans reacted to changing socio-

economic concerns when horses repopulated the plains, and accordingly changed housing 

strategies and community-decision making processes. Humans reshaped the cultural landscape, 

and economic, political, and ecological variables all played significant roles.2  

The years 1491 and 1750 mark important shifts in cultural ecology. Certainly historical 

and ecological continuities run through these dates; however, the dates do illustrate new phases 

in the Red River cultural landscape. The year 1491 stands out as an important date because it is 

the year before the Americas witnessed significant European attention, serving as an important 

baseline from which to determine post-contact change. Much has been written about the 

Columbian Exchange between the Americas, Eurasia, and Africa after 1492,3 but only recently 

has journalist Charles C. Mann introduced academic ideas to the general reading public—ideas 

sweeping through the fields of American human geography and environmental history. Mann’s 

1491: New Revelations in the Americas Before Columbus synthesized and detailed the 

importance of viewing Amerindians in their own cultural and ecological context. Mann found 

many cases where Amerindians proved more technologically advanced than Europeans. Such 

sweeping interdisciplinary (historical, archeological, and geographical) findings about the 

Americas before 1491 dispel myths about noble savagery and pristine wilderness, or what 

                                                
2 Derwentt Whittlesey, “Sequent Occupance,” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 19:3 (September 
1929): 162-165. Humans of different cultures sequentially occupied the landscape of the upper Red River. The 
environment offered a variety of possibilities. Euroamericans and Native Americans constructed a colonial 
landscape atop an Indianized landscape. Yet culture acted as blinders that in many ways blocked certain possibilities 
 
3 Alfred W. Crosby, Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences of 1492 (New York: Greenwood 
Publishing, 1973); Alfred W. Crosby, “The ‘Virgin-Soil’ Epidemic as a Factor in the Aboriginal Depopulation in 
America,” William And Mary Quarterly 33 (1976): 289-99; Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The 
Biological Expansion of Europe, 900-1900 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993); and Alfred W. Crosby, 
“The Columbian Voyages, the Columbian Exchange, and Their Historians,” in Germs, Seeds, and Animals: Studies 
Ecological History (London: M.E. Sharpe, 1994), 3-27. 
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geographer William Denevan termed the “Pristine Myth.” American Indians both humanized and 

modified their environment before 1491.4  

Yet myths consolidated power over the American public imagination and swayed 

education throughout the history of the United States, as in 1892, when American scholars 

celebrated Columbus’s “triumphal” four hundredth anniversary of the encounter with the “New 

World.” The Chicago World’s Fair featured the Columbian Exposition where the legend of 

Christopher Columbus became as American as apple pie, a hero celebrated as George 

Washington. Like Washington, Columbus got a day named after him—Columbus Day. 

Columbus’s hero status seemed secure in the annals of history, as well as the accompanying 

ideology of conquest exemplified by the progressive-school of thought and American historian 

Frederick Jackson Turner. Turner’s “Frontier Thesis” relied on the idea that Euroamericans 

conquered peoples and environments in the Americas, civilizing “heathens” and settling “wild” 

forests. The Turnerian view prevailed for almost another century, setting up unnecessary, 

misleading, and factually errant paradigms.5 According to many traditional historians before and 

since 1892, the natural progression of man led to the triumph of Europe over the Americas. 

Manifest Destiny reached zenith as the frontier closed four hundred years after Columbus 

“discovered” America. But a closer look at the upper Red River Basin before 1492 reveals a 

landscape far from “wilderness” or “frontier.” One finds an already very humanized landscape 

by 1491, and even dramatically more so by the 1750s. 

                                                
4 William M. Denevan, “The Pristine Myth: The Landscape of the Americas in 1492,” Annals of the Association of 
American Geographers 82:3 (1992): 369-385; Charles C. Mann, 1491: New Revelation of the Americas Before 
Columbus (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2005), x, 5, 11-12, 101-103, 145, 326, 354, 423, 431-432. 
 
5 Thomas J. Schlereth, "Columbia, Columbus, and Columbianism," Journal of American History, 79:3 (Dec 1992): 
937-968 and Frederick Jackson Turner, “The Significance of the Frontier in American History,” in The Turner 
Thesis: Concerning the Role of the Frontier in American History, ed. George Rogers Taylor (Boston: D.C. Heath 
and Company, 1956). 
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Fig. 2. Deep Time Map. 

 

Fig. 3. Detailed Deep Time Map. 
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 The 1750s saw a shift in Euroamerican and Amerindian agricultural practices and 

community decision-making processes, especially with increased levels of livestock on the 

Plains. Amerindians integrated themselves into the world market economy well before the 1750s. 

Amerindians and Euroamericans had made alliances, enemies, and trading partners on the red 

plains. After 1750 a more exploitive tendency developed among Amerindians and 

Euroamericans, one that lacked earlier environmental sensibilities and conservation practices. 

Resources from the Red River, the skins and meat of buffalo, antelope, and other game, had been 

injected into continental trade since ancient times. But an alliance of New and Old Worlds 

refashioned the economic landscape by 1750. Trade alliances, such as those between France-

Wichita-Comanche-Pueblo and Spanish-Apache-Pueblo exploited resources from the upper Red 

River, and placed those resources into an international economy. Thus the last half of the 

eighteenth century offers an interesting period to determine changes in cultural ecology and to 

view the deep roots of conflict for grassland resources. 

To understand man’s relationship with the upper Red River basin, one must grasp the 

region’s ecology. The Rolling Red Plains, often called the Mesquite or Osage Plains supported a 

variety of native flora, including buffalo grass, wheat grass, Indian grass, scattered mesquites, 

and xerophytes.6 Western Cross Timbers extend onto the Mesquite Plains as small-island stands 

of post oak, blackjack oak, and bands of gamas and bluestem grasses.7 Humans shaped and 

shared this ancient landscape with various fauna, including mammoths, coyotes, wolves, black 

bears, black-footed ferrets, badgers, mice, black-tailed jackrabbits, cottontail rabbits, bobcats, 

                                                
6 Xerophytes are plants that are adapted to dry environments, such as arid and semi arid regions. 

 
7 Terry G. Jordan, John L. Bean, and William M. Holmes, Texas: A Geography (Boulder, Co.: Westview Press, 
1984), 29 and Gerald Meek Etchieson, Roberta D. Speer, and Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Investigations in the 
Crowell Reservoir Area, Cottle, Foard, King, and Knox Counties, Texas (Canyon, Texas: West Texas State 
University Kilgore Research Center, August 1979). 
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skunks, raccoons, opossums, squirrels, bison, deer, cougars, pradirie dogs, armadillos, and 

various turtles, lizards, snakes, and birds—some species of which are now extinct, endangered, 

or forced to migrate to narrower eco-niches.8 Certainly the plains environment of the past 

abounded in more biodiversity than what presently exists.   

Underfoot red earth, ancient Permian in origin, protrudes through barren places in the 

vegetation.9 The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) divides soils into a 

classification system. In this system there are different orders of soil. In the upper Red River 

valley the orders represented include Alfisols, Entisols, Inceptisols, and Mollisols. All of these 

orders make up Red River Valley soil, but for the most part Mollisols dominate the Red Rolling 

Plains. And Alfisols dominate the cross-timber portions of the valley. Soil scientist found 

Alfisols were more conducive of post-oak bearing regions like the Western Cross Timbers, 

which in turn provided better building materials for potential human settlers. But man found 

Alfisols less than desirable for farming. Future farmers on the plains preferred Mollisols, and 

found them better suited for raising crops. Thus in making future potential settlement in the 

upper Red River valley the transition from Alfisols to Mollisols had advantages and 

disadvantages.  In the Cross Timbers humans found sufficient lumber, but less than fertile 

growing lands. On the Rolling Plains settlers found good soil, but no wood to build log lodges, 

cabins, or framed houses. Farmers sowed the plains’ soils with maize, pumpkins, and eventually 

                                                
8 W.F. Blair, “The Biotic Provinces of Texas,” Texas Journal of Science 2:1 (1950): 93-117 and Jack T. Hughes, 
Archeological Reconnaissance in the Upper Red River Drainage of Oklahoma and Texas (Canyon, Texas: 
Archeological Research Laboratory, Kilgore Research Center, West Texas State University, November 1973). 
 
9 Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Reconnaissance in the Wichita River Drainage of North-Central Texas (Canyon, 
TX: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West Texas State University, 1972), 2-33. 
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wheat, oats, cotton, and alfalfa, but they always struggled to build homes made of wooden 

resources.10  

Weather and climate played a major role on the plains, making adaptability of the dugout 

and less permanent structure preferable. Dugouts work well in severe winters. The dirt walls 

provided excellent insulation, and in the spring when the often tornado-laden thunderstorms 

ripped across the plains, dugouts provided shelter; and finally in the summer when temperatures 

exceeded one hundred degrees Fahrenheit underground temperatures remained substantially 

cooler than scorching above ground temperatures.11 Ecological variables played an important 

role in the way humans might live in the upper Red River basin. Over time ecological variables 

changed, and humans adapted to those evolving environmental conditions. Archeologists divide 

the Southern Plains past into four major periods: Paleoindian (10,000 -5,000 BC), Archaic (5,000 

BC-50 BC), Woodland (50 BC to AD 1300), and Plains Village (1300-1800).      

The first evidence of humans in the Red River valleys consists of artifacts in the form of 

crude stone points excavated in the company of Pleistocene mega fauna such as ancient 

mammoths, camels, bison, and small game such as badgers, cottontail rabbits, prairie dogs, and 

pocket gophers. Paleoenvironments indicate interesting relationships between humans and the 

natural environment. Paleoindians in the Upper Red River (10,000 BC - 5,000 BC) hunted large 

                                                
10 Wayne Eldon Richardson, A. R. Goerdel, and K. T. Lofton, Soil Survey of Wichita County, Texas (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1977), 84; Jordan, Texas Geography, 37-40; Bruce Hoagland, “The 
Vegetation of Oklahoma: A Classification for Landscape Mapping and Conservation Planning,” The Southwestern 
Naturalist 45:4 (December 2000), 385-420; and A.R. Aandahal, Soils of the Great Plains: Land Use, Crops, and 
Grasses (University of Nebraska Press, 1982), 122-128. 
 
11 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Dugout” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/cfd2.html 
(accessed October 22, 2008); B.K. Eder, L.E. Truppi, P.L. Finkelstein, Climatology of Temperature and 
Precipitation Variability in the United States (Springfield, VA: National Technical Information Service, 1998); and 
Richardson et. al., Soil Survey of Wichita County, Texas, 85. 
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roaming mammals, and found significant sustenance in smaller game.12 These Pleistocene 

hunter-gatherers led a highly mobile existence because they followed seasonal vegetation 

resources that coincided with migratory patterns of large mammals over expansive areas. Some 

suggest Paleo-Indians were nomadic but it is more likely they were semi-sedentary with clear, 

meaningful patterns of migration that corresponded with regional resources.13 Collections of 

artifacts give the impression that sparse populations of small foraging groups definitely hunted 

large bison on the plains and collected mussels from river bottoms.14  

Archeologists believe bad water caused by geological conditions limited human 

habitation in much of the upper Red River region. Salts contaminated much of the water, but not 

all available water resources contained salts. Canyon walls exposed perched aquifers, where 

relatively uncontaminated seeps made for clean water consumption. But humans could not rely 

on low volumes of seep water. Water resources limited the size of groups settling on the plains, 

and accommodated mainly travelers or small camps for brief periods of time. At the same time 

plains rivers acted as aboriginal highways and via these routes, pueblo dwellers of present-day 

Arizona and New Mexico communicated with buffalo hunters on the High Plains, while bison 
                                                
12 Waldo R. Wedel, Prehistoric Man on the Great Plains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1961), 47-48 and 
54; Arthur J. Jelinek, “A Late Pleistocene Fauna from Texas,” Journal of Paleontology 34: 5 (1960): 933-939; 
Arthur J. Jelinek, “An Artifact of Possible Wisconsin Age,” American Antiquity 31:3 (January 1966): 433-435; 
Walter W. Dalquest, “The Little Horses (Genus Equus) of the Pleistocene of North America,” American Midland 
Naturalist 101: 1 (January 1979): 241-244; Leonard T. LaVareda, A Cultural Resources Investigation of the 
Oklaunion to Iowa Park Transmission Line, Wichita and Wilbarger Counties, Texas (Dallas, TX: North American 
Consultants, 1985), 4-4; “Bone of Mammoth Is Discovered in Gravel Pit Here,” Wichita Daily Times, 5 May 1929, 
Fossil Section, Book 16, Wichita County Archives, Wichita Falls, Texas; and Elizabeth Burson and Donna 
DeYoung, Endangered Species and Cultural Resources Survey of the Proposed Crude Storage Facilities and 
Pipeline, Wichita and Montague County, Texas (Plano, TX: Geo-Marine Inc., 2000), 8. 
 
13 Burson and DeYoung, Endangered Species and Cultural Resources Survey, 8; J.L. Hofman, R.L. Brooks, J.S. 
Hays, D.W. Owsley, R.L. Jantz, M.K. Marks, and M.H. Manhein, eds., From Clovis to Comanchero: Archeological 
Overview of the Southern Great Plains, Research Series no. 35 (Fayetteville, Ark: Arkansas Archeological Survey, 
1989), 25-26; E.A. Schroeder and B. F. Rader, Archeological Survey Report of the Texas Department of Criminal 
Justice, James V. Allred, Wichita County, Texas, TAC Permit #1397 (Austin, TX: Horizon Environmental 
Consultants, March 1995), n.p. 
 
14 Hughes, Archeological Reconnaissance in the Wichita River Drainage of North-Central Texas, 2-43-2-44. 
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traders connected village farmers of the more densely populated prairies and woodlands further 

east. Humans found certain rivers, such as the Pease and Wichita rivers, tributaries to the Red, 

less than desirable routes. The Pease, Wichita, and other upper branches of the Red River 

traverse rough canyon lands, and the water contaminated by the gypsum strata made water from 

the river non-potable. Many upper Red River Valley tributaries, according to archeologists, 

became “byways and backwaters” traveled infrequently in order to avoid busier routes.15 

Despite the lack of adequate water for certain human endeavors such as farming or 

settlement, the many upper Red River tributaries, such as Tule Creek, provided ideal buffalo 

hunting grounds. Bison could drink and survive on saltier waters. Archeologists located the Rex 

Rodgers Site where Tule Creek formed a deep reentrant canyon and acted as a bison kill site. 

Remains of Bison Antiquus, human-fashioned projectiles, and stone tools occupied the site and 

dated to circa 7400 BC.16 And in modern-day southwestern Oklahoma archeologists uncovered 

the Perry Ranch bison kill site dating back to ca. 5030 BC. 17  

The Red River’s journey from High Plains to Rolling Plains takes the river through two 

very different paleoenvironments. Archeologists must study the region’s archeology in different 

manners and ecological contexts because artifacts present themselves in different ways. Most 

Rolling Plains artifacts do not occur in situ as the bones, tools, and weapons of the High Plains 

sites more often do, succumbing more easily to erosion and displacement from the original site. 
                                                
15 Etchieson, Speer, and Hughes, Archeological Investigations in the Crowell Reservoir Area, Cottle, Foard, King, 
and Knox Counties, Texas, 21. 
 
16 Vance T. Holliday, Paleoindian Geoarcheology of the Southern High Plains (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1998), 146-148; Robert D. Speers, “Fossil Bison Remains from the Rex Rodgers Site,” in Archeology at Mackenzie 
Reservoir, Archeological Survey Report 24, eds. Jack T. Hughes, Patrick S. Willey, and Robert S. Weddle, (Austin: 
Texas Historical Commission, 1978), 68-106; and Patrick S. Willey, Billy R. Harrison, and Jack T. Hughes, “The 
Rex Rodgers Site,” in Archeology at Mackenzie Reservoir, Archeological Survey Report 24, eds. Jack T. Hughes, 
Patrick S. Willey, and Robert S. Weddle (Austin: Texas Historical Commission, 1978), 51-68. 
 
17 Roger Sanders and John Penman, “Perry Ranch: A Plainview Bison Kill on the Southern Plains, Plains 
Anthropologist 24 (1979): 51-65 and Holliday, Paleoindian Geoarcheology of the Southern High Plains, 161.  
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Only the rare Paleo-Indian site, such as the one at Lake Theo, offers interesting glimpses into the 

Rolling Red Plains paleoenvironment. At the Lake Theo site humans butchered buffalo remains, 

which tells part of the story. Paleo-environmental reconstructions based on recovered snails 

indicated lower seasonal temperatures, less extreme summer temperatures, and less temperature 

differentials between summer and winter than during the modern and historical periods. Also 

precipitation distributed more evenly across the year during the Paleoindian period.18  

Early in the archaic period (5,000 BC – 50 BC) major environmental disturbances and climatic 

shifts caused bison populations to dwindle. Megafauna mammals of the Paleoindian period went 

completely extinct by the archaic. Humans adapted to these ecological circumstances by creating 

diffuse foraging economies. The movements of people became less expansive and less dependent 

on the migratory patterns of herds. A general increase in the number of archeological sites, 

frequent and intensive reoccupation of sites, and an abundant use of local resources indicate 

human adjustments away from intensive big game hunting and toward intensified hunting and 

gathering. Archaic diets saw increases in small game animals, fish, and wild plant foods, but 

bison, despite a general decrease in numbers, continued to be an integral food source.19  When 

                                                
18 Raymond Neck,  “Changing Holocene Snail Faunas and Environments Along the Eastern Caprock Escarpment of 
Texas,” Quaternary Research 27 (1987): 312-322; Eileen Johnson, Vance T. Holliday, and Raymond Neck, “Lake 
Theo: Late Quaternary Paleoenvironmental Data and New Plainview (Paleoindian) Date,” North American 
Archeologist 3 (1980): 113-132; and Holliday, Paleoindian Geoarcheology of the Southern High Plains, 159-160. 
 
19 Flores, “Bison Ecology and Bison Diplomacy,” 469; Jerry McDonald, North American Bison: Their Classification 
and Evolution (Berkley: University of California Press, 1981), 250-263; Mark J. Lynott, “A Model of Prehistoric 
Adaptations in Northern Texas,” Plains Anthropologist 26: 92 (1981): 97-110; Mark Lynott, “Prehistoric Bison 
Populations of Northcentral Texas,” Bulletin of the Texas Archeological Society 50 (1980): 89-101; Burson and 
DeYoung, Endangered Species and Cultural Resources Survey, 10-12; C. Vance Hayes, Jr.,  “Carbon 14 Dates and 
Early Man in the New World,” in Pleistocene Extinctions: The Search for the a Cause, ed. P.S. Martin and H.E. 
Wright, Jr. (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1967), 267-286; Bjorn Kurten and Elaine Anderson, 
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the bison returned in quantity, late in the archaic, people capitalized on the fusion of big game 

hunting, small game hunting, and plant gathering strategies to maximize subsistence.20 

The main cultural adaptations during the Woodland Period (50 BC to 1300 AD) 

environment came in the form of agricultural and technological innovations. As maize 

agriculture migrated northward out of Mesoamerica, fields of the sacred corn wrought 

environmental change. The advent of major agricultural production in the Americas led to 

perceptible changes in the environment. For instance when maize agriculture reached North 

America in modern-day Mexico, between 1900 BC and 1250 BC, around Lake Patzcuaro major 

soil disturbances coincided with the appearance of maize pollen. As maize agriculture spread 

north to the American plains, the landscape changed. Over the next two thousand years land use 

was anything but conservationist in practice.21 With the spread of agriculture, pollen and 

liminological records start to indicate weed explosions, soil erosion, and degradation.22  

The agricultural revolution reached the Southern Plains by the Woodland Period (50 BC-

1300 AD). Tools of stone, shell, and bone recovered from many archeological sites of the period 

suggest the earliest use of horticulture as a way to supplement hunting and gathering. At about 

the same time, the bow and arrow for hunting developed.23 Although evidence indicates the 

                                                
20 Burson and DeYoung, Endangered Species and Cultural Resources Survey, 12 and F. Todd Smith, The Caddos, 
The Wichitas, and the United Sates, 1846-1901 (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 1996), 7. 
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48-51. 
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in From Clovis to Comanchero: Archeological Overview of the Southern Great Plains (Fayetteville, Ark: Arkansas 
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earliest homosapiens relied heavily on game hunting, certainly by about AD 500 villages of 

people planted crops, made pottery, and lived in grass and earthen lodges. Archeologists 

collected tools, points, shells, seeds, bones, pot shards, house structures, and refuse from sites in 

southern Kansas, western Oklahoma, and northern Texas, which confirm the presence of village 

peoples until at least the beginning of the twelfth century.24  

In the twelfth century a group of people labeled by archeologists as members of the 

Gibson Aspect began a migration out of northeast Texas toward the “Mesquite Plains.” And by 

the thirteenth century a group from the Gibson Aspect called the Henrietta complex settled in the 

Red River valleys. Archeological sites located along the Big and Little Wichita Rivers indicate 

the Henrietta Focus practiced hunting, gathering, agriculture, and fishing. Charred corncobs, 

digging sticks, and hoes made from bison scapulae, skulls, and large perforated mussel shells 

comprised the primary evidence for agriculture.25  
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Geographer William Doolittle’s survey of pre-contact canal irrigation technology 

unearthed numerous technologies of varying degrees of complexity in the American Southwest. 

Amerindians developed and used irrigation at different times, in different places, and in different 

environmental settings. Early irrigation systems ranged from simple small canal systems that 

diverted runoff from ephemeral streams to elaborate networks of large canals that irrigated broad 

valleys with water from perennial rivers.26 Irrigation in the upper Red River basin tended to be 

the former, humans diverting water from rivers and ephemeral streams as needed to irrigate 

crops. Although Amerindians in the Southwest developed irrigation systems independently and 

often better than Mesoamerican irrigation, and even more-technologically advanced than some 

contemporaneous systems, Indians in the upper Red practiced irrigation on a small scale, 

watering crops very near the river’s edge.27 

The Antelope Creek culture inhabited the neighboring Canadian River Valley and its 

tributaries from ca. 1300 to ca. 1450. Ruins of a buried adobe city and potshards revealed trade 

and commerce between Pueblo and Antelope Creek peoples, although archeologists relate the 

Antelope Creek culture to the pottery-making people of the Central Plains, and not to the Pueblo. 

The Antelope Creek culture based their economy on maize cultivation and hunting deer, bison, 

antelope, and other game with bows and arrows. Possibly these people irrigated their fields of 

beans and squash, but no existing evidence indicates irrigation in Antelope Creek agriculture. 

Bison scapula hoes tilled the land while slab-lined cists stored and protected foodstuffs.28  
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and 94-95; Alex D. Krieger, Culture Complexes and Chronology in Northern Texas with Extension of Puebloan 



 43 

The Antelope Creek culture produced an interesting domestic architecture: one story 

apartment-house types. Although the Antelope Creek peoples had a Plains background they 

seemed to have borrowed selectively from the Pueblo building tradition. Antelope Creek people 

built structures around a “starting core” room, adding more rooms around the core until a block 

of one-story rooms developed. The villagers constructed walls using stones and adobe mortar, 

building rectangular dwelling rooms (ten by twelve feet to twenty-two by twenty-four feet). Up 

to six or eight and perhaps as many as eighty buildings made up a typical village. These Plains 

people located villages on mesa tops, along rivers, and in canyon valleys, and always near water 

resources. Antelope Creek culture extended their village networks into the Red River Valley, 

some in the cultural group settling Tule Canyon. The Antelope Creek culture thrived in the 

Canadian and Red River Valleys, at least until the mid-fifteenth century when they disappeared 

completely from the Southern Plains river valleys. Disease, drought, and attacks from new 

peoples may have contributed to the demise of the Antelope Creek people, but the actual reason 

for their retreat or disappearance remains a mystery.29   

During the fifteenth century the Southern Plains started witnessing a significant return of 

bison. A dwarf species of bison with higher reproductive capabilities than its larger ancestors 

evolved to repopulate the American plains. This dwarf species of bison was the buffalo we know 

today and which filled eco-niches vacated by extinct Pleistocene megafauna. Dan Flores wrote, 

“In an ecological sense, bison were a weed species that had proliferated as a result of major 
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disturbance.” In the late-sixteenth century the Columbian Exchange brought Spanish horses and 

other livestock that also filled the plains. Sometime between then and the beginning of the 

historical period in the sixteenth century many human groups abandoned their homes and 

lifestyles in the upper Red River. The reasons for this may have been extensive droughts and/or 

the advancements of hostile peoples or may be related to the resurgence of bison on the plains.30  

In the early fifteenth century highly specialized mobile bison-hunting modes of life 

spread to the Southern Plains and replaced the plains agricultural way of life—a Plains people 

that used dogs and tepees, and made the buffalo a commodity pushed further south onto the 

Southern Plains and eventually into the Red River basin. The commodity-producing mode 

displaced the earlier subsistence-farming mode. Plains villages, such as the Antelope Creek 

people and Caddoan-speaking people, perhaps clashed with the more-mobile Athapaskan-

speaking peoples, moving onto the Southern Plains.31 The Tierra Blanca Complex Site made up 

of nine archeological sites—two base camps, six bison-hunting camps, and one rock shelter 

indicate interesting ecological patterns on the plains. The base camp sites littered with bison 

bones, scraping tools, and imported trade wares, such as pottery, acted as bison processing sites 

where women processed buffalo.32 The bison-hunting people of the Tierra Blanca, probably 

Athapaskans, slowly expanded their range eastward while the Plains village tradition moved 
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south and westward, connecting and causing conflict between these cultural groups on the Red 

Rolling Plains.  

In the 1540s Spanish explorers encountered bands of Athapaskans, Plains Apache 

Indians, first calling them Querechos and later Vaqueros. Spanish chronicler Pedro de Castañeda 

of Coronado’s Expedition also encountered Teyas, who many believe to be a Jumano or Wichita 

group, or even a rival Apache group. The Teyas tattooed or painted themselves, as did the 

Jumano and Wichita groups. And the Teyas posed as bitter enemies of the Querechos as did the 

Wichita and Jumano to the Apache. Regardless both groups of Plains Indians followed the bison 

and “lived like Arabs,” using tents from skinned and tanned hides.33 Some scholars believe bands 

of Plains Indians, such as the Teyas, gradually “Athapaskanized,” taking on the language and 

culture of the dominant group. The process occurred over centuries, with many Indian groups, 

such as the Jumano, disappearing or being absorbed into different Plains Indian groups. It is a 

misnomer to speak of Plains Amerindians as tribes during this period, and instead these groups 

behaved more as independent and de-centralized bands. Indian societies on the Plains lived in 

multilingual cultures with no centralized political authority, allowing for more fluidity and easier 

ethnogenesis. Apaches at first integrated into the Jumano world, adapting raiding and poaching 

economies, and eventually as the Apaches assumed dominance absorbed many of the Jumano 

and other indigenous peoples into their own kinship networks.34  

                                                
33 Quote “lived like Arabs” taken from: George Parker Winship, “The Coronado Expedition, 1540-1542,” 
Fourteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology, Part 1, 504; Rathjen, The Texas Panhandle Frontier, 39; 
Albert H. Schroeder, “A Re-Analysis of the Routes of Coronado and Oñate in 1541 and 1601,” Plains 
Anthropologist 7 (February 1962): 7-9; and Blakeslee, et. al., “Bison Hunters of the Llano in 1541: A Panel 
Discussion,” 164-186. 
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The ethnohistorical record indicates bands of Plains Apache buffalo hunters annually 

visited and traded at Pecos Pueblo and other Pueblos for centuries, arriving in the late fall and 

early winter. Afterwards the Apaches returned to the Plains and wintered in deeper canyons like 

Palo Duro and Tierra Blanco Canyons, and in the spring and summer ranged over the Canadian 

and Red River valleys from the High to Rolling Plains. They hunted buffalo and exploited the 

diverse regional plant resources. After stockpiling buffalo goods, principally hides, the Apaches 

returned to the Southwestern pueblos in fall trading hides for maize and other agricultural goods, 

beginning the cycle over again. Too often scholars take this cycle for granted and over simplify 

the situation. Archeological evidence indicates that during good times Apaches and Pueblos 

peaceably traded but when times were bad, Apaches raided and burned Pueblo villages.35     

Conflict and contests for resources existed and on the plains, different Indian bands 

competed for those resources. Pre-contact trade links revealed well-established movement of 

goods across the American Southwest. The Caddo on the eastern edge of the Southern Plains, the 

Wichita on the Southern Plains, and the Pueblo peoples near the Rocky Mountains regularly and 

extensively traded and exchanged goods. The Caddo brought salt, pottery, and bois d’arc 

(Malcura pomifera) to the Wichitas and traded for Pueblo and plains goods, such as buffalo 

hides. Plains Indians used the elastic bois d’arc or bow wood to make bows for hunting.  The 

Red River formed a natural avenue from the Caddo villages in East Texas to the pueblos of New 
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Mexico. And the Athapaskan peoples competed directly and indirectly with the Wichita and 

Caddo for the pueblo trade and plains resources.36     

Certainly the American landscape Europeanized after 1492, but prior to this the 

landscape had been “Indianized.” Indians left a human imprint on the land.37  Europeans, 

American Indians, and Africans together grafted the post-1491 landscape atop this older cultural 

landscape rather than create a landscape anew or atop a “natural” landscape.38 Although 

archeologists and geographers found the Southern Plains environment less disturbed by humans 

after 1491 due to disease and population decline, Indians had disturbed the environment and 

cannot be described as environmentalists. It is Anglo-centric to argue that Indians were or were 

not environmentalists, considering modern studies of ecology are European-derived ways of 

making sense of the natural world. Between 1492 and 1750, due primarily to population 

declines, the environment of the upper Red River experienced relatively lower amounts of 

human occupation and influence. In fact, for the most part on the Plains conservationist 

practices, including transhumance migrations of bison and livestock continued from the fifteenth 

century through the latter half of the eighteenth century. Transhumance, or the vertical 

movement of ungulates across considerable distances following set seasonal patterns, made for a 

conservationist practice because vegetation recovered and never was overgrazed. Spanish 

herders, for example, practiced a vertical transhumance in New Spain, following herds from the 

lower coastal plains in the winter to the upper spring and summer pastures of the mountains.  
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Instead of considering Indians innate environmentalists, historians should ask, “How did 

American Indian societies function in their environment?” How did cosmology, kinship 

networks, and cultural outlook shape the way Indians perceived the natural world? And just as 

importantly, when, where, and why did Euroamericans abandon Old World forms of 

conservation practices in the New World? Euroamericans seemed to forget recognized 

conservationist methods in the New World, agricultural practices established in the Old World. 

In order to answer that question, Geographer Karl Butzer believes we need to better “appreciate 

that empirical environmental histories are critical in order to evaluate management and 

conservation strategies.”39 This environmental history of the upper Red River disregards myths 

about pristine wilderness and devastated colonial landscapes in the Red River Valley so that a 

more systematic study of the Upper Red River Basin can be made.  

The Wichitas made their own way in the late fifteenth century Southern Plains 

environment. The Wichitas, part plains and part woodland in culture, formed a major branch of 

the Caddoan linguistic family. The Indians called themselves Kitikiti'sh, and consisted of a 

number of independent bands that shared the same language and culture, and ranged between the 

Arkansas and Brazos rivers.40 Tawakoni Jim, a Wichita who explained the Wichita story of 
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creation to anthropologist George A. Dorsey, detailed Wichita cosmology and attachments to the 

natural world. “Man Never Known on Earth” created things out of land and water, eventually 

creating a man named “Having Power to Carry Light” and a woman “Bright Shining Woman.” 

Having Power to Carry Light showed men to hunt using bows and arrows then disappeared to 

become the morning star, and Bright Shining Woman taught women to grow corn, disappearing 

to become the moon.41  Wichitas depended on both men and women for survival, both 

agriculture and the buffalo proved crucial for subsistence.42 As compared to the Apaches, the 

Wichitas lived in more permanent villages and thrived on fields of pumpkin, corn, and squash.43 
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Wild game such as deer, bear, bison, prairie dogs, rattlesnakes, wolves, and mustang provided 

both meat and hides.44  

Wichita housing strategies illustrate well cultural and ecological relationships. A central 

grass hut building surrounded by smaller units exemplified the close relationship with the 

environment, one that maximized regional resources on the grass plains. The Wichitas built 

houses between fifteen feet and thirty feet in diameter over rounded frameworks of wood posts, 

which they found in river bottoms. The Wichitas covered their post-framed huts with corn 

leaves, prairie grass, and reeds.45 Grass huts served as both dwellings and storage facilities for 

crops and cured meats (venison, buffalo, and antelope). The fields of maize, pumpkins, beans, 

and squash produced bumper crops.46 And the Wichitas often dug into the earth to store and 

preserve those surplus goods underground.47 Some historians speculate that native groups such 

as the Wichitas, who dug into the earth, Navajos, who used adobe, and the Pawnee, who built 

earth lodges, influenced Euroamerican dugout builders;48 however, primary resource materials 
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cannot clearly establish any direct indigenous (Navajo, Pawnee, Caddo, or Wichita) influence or 

link to Euroamerican housing strategies in the Rolling Red River Plains.  

The Wichitas regularly traded agricultural products with other American Indian and 

Euroamerican traders, products that were not only part of Indian commerce but also part of the 

Indian diet. Wichita women cultivated corn, beans, squash, tobacco, pumpkins, and melons and 

supplemented diets by gathering wild fruits, berries, and nuts. Men hunted meat in the river 

bottoms and along island-stands of cross-timbers where bear, deer, and turkey abounded, and on 

the plains, where buffalo and antelope grazed. Through the utilization of both crops and game, 

the Wichita avoided the periods of starvation that many hunting and gathering tribes had to 

endure.49 The Wichita lived this way when Francisco Vásquez de Coronado’s expedition first 

encountered them in Kansas in the mid-sixteenth century. Two centuries later the bulk of the 

Wichita bands migrated southward more densely settling north Texas and southwestern 

Oklahoma, lending their name to rivers and settlements in the upper Red River region.  

When Europeans first arrived in the Americas, they quickly heard of an obscure “Cow 

Nation,” found in terra incognita, “far beyond New Spain's northern frontier.” Soon after 

Hernando Cortés’s “conquest of Mexico” in 1519, rumors spread by 1536 of populous provinces 

to the north. Word filtered throughout Spanish America that a Black Moor named Estevanio and 

three Spaniards journeyed through the North American interior. Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, 

one of the four survivors of the ill-fated Pánfilo de Narváez expedition of 1527-28, had related 

his story of shipwreck, enslavement, survival, and escape from “hostile” Texas Indians to 
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Spanish authorities. Cabeza de Vaca also personally presented “the tanned, shaggy pelage of a 

beast, a new kind of vaca or cow” an “exotic bison robe” to Carlos Quinto (King Charles V of 

Spain).50 Cabeza de Vaca's bison robe represented to the King of a Spain “a strange 

environmental realm” where unknown and immense grazing ranges rested in the interior of 

North America. The buffalo hide told of a vast continent with new unimaginable resources and 

populations. Francisco Vázquez de Coronado, the new governor of the frontier province of 

Nueva Galicia also heard Cabeza de Vaca's story.51 

 As historian John Miller Morris eloquently pointed out, “For Cabeza de Vaca the key 

environmental perception for this new region was the bison.”52 As a captive among west and 

south Texas Indians Cabeza de Vaca watched his captors set fire to the plains, driving bison onto 

preferred ranges and managing herds by fire. The Spaniard described the buffalo as having 

“small horns like the cows of Morroco [sic]; the hair is very long and flocky.... Some are tawny, 

others black.” Cabeza de Vaca called the region “Cow Nation...because most of the cattle killed 

are slaughtered in their neighborhood, and along up that river for over fifty leagues they destroy 

great numbers.”53 Cabeza de Vaca recognized the complex ecosystem in place: the aridity, 
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vastness, seasonal flows of bison, the lack of domesticated food, and the mobility of the human 

predators. 54 

In 1539 the curious Spanish Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza sent Estevanico, the black 

Moor who traveled with Cabeza de Vaca, and a French Franciscan from Aquitaine, Fray Marcos 

de Niza, to the northern frontier, probably modern-day Arizona and New Mexico, to explore. 

Estevanico perished at the hands of Amerindians, but the Franciscan survived and on his return 

described a “golden city” in the “distant panorama.” The Franciscan claimed the golden city lay 

beyond “a fierce despolado or desert of the interior.” Beyond this desert Fray Marcos proclaimed 

he had seen one of the golden "Seven Cities of Cibola!"55  

The Seven Cities of Cibola stemmed from a legend that said a Christian Bishop of Oporto 

and six others fled Spain in the wake of conquering Muslims in A.D. 710 sailing far west into the 

Atlantic Ocean. Supposedly, the Christians reached a new land called Antilla, where each bishop 

established a city of lost Christians. The Spaniards had now ascribed the legendary Seven 

Golden Cities of Antilla a “New World” geographic location. Gold and metal resources, and the 

legends about those resources, drove the first expansion of the Spanish empire onto the North 

American Plains as it had in Central and South America. Fray Marcos's reports and speculations 
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seemed to confirm the Seven Cities of Gold legend and furthered the belief of great economic 

benefit for further explorations into Northern New Spain.56 

Francisco Vásquez de Coronado bristled with excitement with the knowledge of Cabeza 

de Vaca’s tale and the myths of golden cities swirling from musty European legends. Coronado 

heard many stories coming from Plains Indians visiting the Zunis, reinforcing the myths. The 

Spaniards named two of the visiting Plains Indians Cacique and Bigotes, men who parleyed with 

the Europeans and presented Coronado with bison hide gifts. Bigotes related to the Spaniards 

stories of bison on the plains. Coronado and his men viewed with curiosity a representation of 

the creature painted or tattooed on the chest of a young Indian.57  

To learn more about the animals Hernando de Alvarado, twenty-four horseman, and four 

crossbowmen undertook a journey on the plains. The Spanish called their Indian guides Isopete 

and Turk. Some historians believe these guides may have been Wichitas. Turk, in conversation 

with Alvarado primarily through hand gestures, indicated that at some days' journey one could 

find fertile land with very large settlements and also “gold and silver.” Rumors of this discussion 

spread throughout Coronado's camp. Some believe Turk referred to the Mississippian peoples or 

mound builders of the Mississippi River. In 1541, the Mississippians experienced “a particular 

successful zenith of socio-cultural and political accomplishment.” Regardless of the truthfulness 

of Turk’s assertions about gold on the plains, the lust for precious metal blinded the Spaniards. 
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Mounted Spaniards maintained this mindset as they encountered the Amerindians of the upper 

Red River Valley.58  

From February 1540 to August 1542, an armed Spanish expedition of as many as two 

thousand men and thousands of livestock trekked across the Great Southwest in search of 

“precious” metals. Coronado’s expedition moved from the Tiguex area near modern-day 

Bernahillo, New Mexico, to a series of large barrancas, or canyons, in or adjacent to an area 

called Cona, in the Texas Panhandle somewhere near the headwaters of the Red, Canadian, 

and/or Pecos Rivers. The expedition ran across the Querechos, a bison hunting group, who after 

meeting with the Spaniards, broke camp using large numbers of dogs to transport belongings 

across the Plains. The Indians harnessed the dogs “with little pads, pack saddles, and girths” and 

when the dogs’ loads slipped to the side they howled for some one to come and straighten the 

pack.59  

The Spaniards crossed the High Plains and visited the Wichitas in 1541 in their homeland 

near the Arkansas River.60 Coronado and his party passed in the course of four or five days, six 

or seven populated areas (poblaciones) on the plains located relative to tributaries of the 

Arkansas River.61  Finding no gold Spaniards shackled their Indian guides and submitted them to 

torture by viscous attack dogs. The tale of gold lured the Spaniards across the Southern Plains 
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and to the Arkansas River to encounter the region’s inhabitants near modern-day Kansas, 

beginning the official historical record in a most brutal fashion.62  

After Coronado’s violent expedition to the Great Plains, Don Juan de Oñate kept the 

“historical record” alive in the upper Red River valley. From 1598 to 1601, Oñate brought 

600,000 pesos, 7,000 head of stock, and 83 wagons loaded with goods to the Southwest, 

establishing villages, building churches, constructing irrigation ditches, and sending out scouting 

parties to the Southern Plains. In June 1601 Oñate decided to make an expedition to Quivara. 

Oñate’s expedition to the Plains encountered smiling Apaches, their women and children 

showering the Spanish entourage with gifts. On the Plains Spanish hunters shot some bison bulls 

and the soldiers gorged on the meat, claiming the steaks tastier than beef cattle. Beyond the Red 

River Oñate located the Wichitas at Quivara, living in round grass houses surrounded by fields 

of maize, beans, and squash. The dwellings seen by the expedition resembled the same grass 

house types observed in earlier and later Wichita villages. Oñate found horticulture 

supplemented by extensive bison hunting and reported in 1601 as Captain Randolph Marcy 

reported in 1854 “that 8-10 persons lived in a house.”63  

American hybrid plains-horse cultures arose out of the new environmental and social 

situation emerging in the early seventeenth century. From the seventeenth to the nineteenth 

centuries, three-dozen Native American groups adopted horse-based, bison-hunting cultures on 

the Great Plains. Horses dramatically altered ecological and economical interests by bringing 
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new forms of hunting and commerce to the plains. The equine species necessitated whole new 

concerns for native groups, such as the need for pasturage for their animals. The horse not only 

enhanced communication and transportation among the Pueblos, Wichitas, and Caddos, but it 

brought the Shoshone-Comanches and then the Kiowas out of the Rockies and plodding onto the 

Southern Plains. With the adaptation of the horse into native cultures came a reshaping of tribal 

ranges in the Trans-American West. Semi-sedentary tribes, such as the Apaches and Wichitas 

became easier targets for more mobile Comanches and Kiowas from the northwest and mobile 

and well-armed Osages from the northeast. In particular the Apaches faced serious problems 

from all sides, from the west and south Spanish and Pueblo Indians in New Mexico and Mexico 

retaliated against persistent raids, while the Comanches invaded from the north, and the Wichitas 

put up resistance from the east.64  

In the seventeenth century Osages took control of the Amerindian-French horse trade 

from Illinois to Louisiana and constantly needed to replenish their supply to the French. One 

crucial Osage source for horses became the Wichita herds. The better-armed Osages stole 

Wichita mustangs, bullied the Wichitas, and forced them to migrate southwesterly from the 

Arkansas River to the Red River valley. No evidence exists that Wichitas had horses prior to 

1601, but by 1683 La Salle’s Pana slave reported Wichitas on Spanish mounts. Ethnohistorian 

Mildred Mott Wedel confirms the Wichitas quickly assimilated/adapted horses into their lives.65  

Between 1601 and 1719, the Wichita made no contact with Europeans. Yet Old World horses, 
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disease, goods, and feral cattle profoundly changed their lives and landscape. European diseases 

such as smallpox, measles, and cholera caused catastrophic population losses, reducing many 

tribes by as much as ninety-five percent. Coronado’s 1541 expedition estimated 200,000 among 

the Wichita while in 1719 the French trader Jean-Baptiste Bernard de La Harpe estimated no 

more than 15,000 to 20,000 people in the same region.66  

The French trader Bernard de la Harpe apparently first used the name Wichita to describe 

the people of the region in 1719. The French sent La Harpe from Louisiana up the Red River to 

ascertain the source of the Red and Arkansas Rivers, to open trade with New Mexico, and to lay 

claim to the territory. On his mission across the plains, La Harpe called one band the Ousitas and 

the name stuck, the Spanish using Guichitas and the Anglos Wichitas in their respective 

translations.67 By the early 1700s the French had brought the Caddo into their trade orbit and 

introduced to the Plains Indians more manufactured goods. Also La Harpe observed Lipan 

Apaches on the Red River between 1718 and 1720 with horses, although they still used dogs to 

transport lodges.68 

The Spanish reach extended further into northern New Spain after 1719. In 1540 when 

Coronado made his entrada into the far reaches of northern New Spain, “the frontier” lay beyond 

a hypothetical line that extended from Mazatlan on the Pacific Ocean to Guadalajara through 
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Queretaro to the Gulf of Mexico at Tampico. A variety of Amerindian groups inhabited this 

frontier. Euroamericans slowly settled alongside native groups in the next four hundred years, 

sometimes in violent conflict and other times in relative cooperation. Ranching did not drive the 

first Spaniards to the northern regions, instead they sought mineral riches. Discovery of silver at 

Zacatecas encouraged further exploration, occupation, and exploitation of northern areas. In 

1554 Zacatecas, home to 1,300 miners, 800 African slaves, and 1,500 Indians, remained an 

outpost on the northern frontier. Soon mining pushed the frontier northward, resulting in 

settlement at Durango (1563), San Luis Potosi (1591), Parral (1631), and Chihuahua City 

(1718).69 

 The search for precious metals required an orderly process of settlement, food 

production, and mineral extraction. Even small mining camps required steady supplies of grains 

and “meat-on-the-hoof, providing an impetus for land grants and rural properties in adjacent 

areas.”70 In southern Coahuila in the 1570s stockmen grazed livestock on northern ranges (with 

the aid of enslaved Africans), supplying various mining camps. And in the early 1600s, Martin 

de Zavala brought 150 Spanish settlers to Nuevo Leon and set in motion a long-distance 

migration system of sheep. By 1715 a million sheep roamed northern New Spain. Shepherds 

moved herds from winter pastures in tropical lowlands to summer grazing in the mountains. This 

transhumance livestock pattern between tropical lowlands, plains, and mountain ranges carried 

on until the late 1700s when the Spaniards colonized Tamaulipus. After 1800 new grazing 

patterns led to more environmentally destructive practices and overgrazing. By the 1800s 
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millions of livestock competed with buffalo, antelope, and deer for the grasslands of northern 

New Spain.    

Spanish authority and economic growth extended not only northward from Mexico City, 

but eastward from Santa Fe, New Mexico. In the early 1600s Spanish authority and entrepreneur 

Don Juan de Oñate had attempted to impose his rule on the Pueblos of the American Southwest. 

Oñate envisioned his own Zacatecas-type silver mining venture in the Southwest or Plains. Long 

established in the southwest the Puebloans irrigated large amounts of agricultural acreage, and 

violently resisted Oñate and the future Spanish authorities. But Oñate brought into this already 

humanized landscape seven thousand head of mixed livestock, driving the cattle up the Rio 

Grande to the Puebloan communities. Oñate’s livestock and their progeny changed forever the 

far southwest and Great Plains. By the late 1600s Navajos had taken up sheep raising and wool 

weaving. And the horse revolutionized the Great Plains, especially after the Pueblo Revolt of 

1680.71 

The Comanches felt the effects of the world market economy well before they were fully 

integrated into the new system. Euroamerican guns, disease, and market pressures had rippled 

across the Trans-Mississippi West in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. And the 

Comanches became more integrated into the market economy by the late seventeenth century as 

they acquired Spanish horses of Arabic descent from Ute Indians—a horse trade resulting from 

the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, which as Dan Flores states “sent horses and horse cultures diffusing 

in all directions from New Mexico.”  The horse made buffalo hunting extremely efficient and led 
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to the “Southern Plains tribes’ full immersion into a market economy, increasingly tied to world-

wide trade networks that were dominated by Euro-Americans.”72 

It is impossible to say when the Comanches first hunted or made claim to the upper Red 

but is believed the Numic (Shoshonean) populations—a people that originated in present-day 

Utah, Nevada, and Idaho—migrated to Montana and Wyoming and then south to Colorado and 

New Mexico and into Northwest Texas between ca. 1300 to 1700. The Shoshones reported the 

Comanches “left them and went south in search of game and ponies.” The Numic bands derived 

a similar subsistence lifestyle as the Apaches, and integrated horses into their cultural system to 

ride and trade, extend kinships networks, and hunt wild game for subsistence.  The Numic hunter 

and gatherers subsisted off herds of buffalo and antelope, a menagerie of small game animals, 

and an extensive array of vegetation and demographically thrived in this cultural and 

environmental situation emerging on the Southern Plains. Archival records indicate Numic 

people first encountered Euroamerican society in Spanish New Mexico.73 On August 18, 1706, 

the Spanish Governor of New Mexico reported on “numerous nations of Yutas, Carlenas, and 

Comanches.”74 The Spanish may have had knowledge of the Comanches before the letter of 

1706, but the letter is the first documented mention of Comanche Indians.75 A decade later when 
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Canary Islanders settled San Antonio, the colonizers immediately realized the threat from the 

horse-propelled Indian raiders.76 

The introduction of Old World horses gave the Comanche community-treasured 

companions on the plains. The Comanches specialized as horse and buffalo people and lost much 

of their old plant lore, and which led to a consequent decline in status for Comanche women. 

Horses nucleated the hunting and raiding lifestyle for the Comanches and performed the function 

as an important trade commodity.  Comanches pastured so many horses that as herds grew, the 

members of bands would have to spread further apart to find more pasturage for their mustangs, 

decentralizing much of their political structure. The Comanche horse economy provoked new 

types of range management, reinforcing the idea that Comanches were not noble savages that 

blended into the landscape. Furthermore, Comanche kinship networks formed around men who 

made necessary commercial connections to outside kinship groups, men who often forced 

outsiders to be kin through a multitude of manners, including marriage or capture. Comanches 

often captured Apache, Wichita, Caddo, Pueblo, Spanish, and Anglo traders and settlers, making 

the captives part of their particular kinship group.77 The Comanche population expanded rapidly 

with the addition of captives and martial polygamy.  

The Comanches’ ability to maintain trade networks and redistribute trade wealth within 

kinship groups reinforced social structures. There were no chiefs or caciques in the common 
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Euroamerican perceptions. Instead headman of kinship networks maintained power and status by 

expanding the kinship network and redistributing wealth among the kinship group.  Commercial 

connections to Euroamerican and outside Indian traders increased the ability of kinship headmen 

to gain and redistribute wealth among their kin.78 The political structure of the Comanches, 

although decentralized, organized efficiently along militaristic and patrilineal lines, much as did 

Anglo-American society. But Comanche society and political life allowed for more individuality 

and fluidity than in most Euro-American cultures, which also worked to confuse imperial 

powers. Certainly raids and a complex warrior society based on bravery empowered the 

Comanches and enhanced their ability to accumulate trade wealth and exert authority over 

kinship networks.79 As Pekka Hämäläinen eloquently argued in the Comanche Empire that 

European imperial powers wanted “things rigid and predictable” whereas “Comanches ruled by 

keeping them fluid and malleable.”80 

Before the introduction of canvas, Comanches, Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and Apaches 

relied heavily on bison, horses, and limited wood resources for housing materials. All four 

Amerindian groups hauled their homes from camp to camp by means of dog and horse-drawn 

travois. Anthropologist W.W. Newcomb described a travois as “an improvised vehicle consisting 

of two trailing poles serving as shafts for the horse.”81 Indians vigorously adapted livestock into 

their own cultures, and domesticated dogs helped Indians “preadapt” to horses. Many groups 

when first encountering horses gave them names derivative of dogs, such as “medicine dog” or 
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“great dog,” or as the Kiowa called the horse “Sun Dog.” The return of the equine species to the 

Americas (since the Pleistocene) allowed for more travel, raiding, trading, and hunting.82  

Euroamerican introduction of horses coincided with the introduction of manufactured 

goods into trade.83 Trade proliferated between Indian groups for millennia prior to the European 

presence. And generally, various crops, deer, buffalo products, prepared meats, pigments, and 

shells moved westward while cotton cloth, feathers, various crops, and precious stones (obsidian 

and turquoise) moved eastward.84 With the Euroamerican presence, European manufactured 

goods—guns, powder, balls, steel hatchets, tomahawks, and knives—were injected into the trade 

and became highly prized items primarily traded for hides and bear fat. Amerindians increasingly 

demanded cloth, scissors, flints, French beads, combs, vermilion, mirrors, and copper bracelets, 

and especially scarlet cloth. Soon Indians could not imagine life without European manufactured 

goods.85  

Certainly, the world market economy tied Amerindians into an all-encompassing 

complex world market system that operated beyond most people’s comprehension. For example, 

Tasajo, jerked beef from the Pampas of Argentina in the Southern Cone of South America 
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competed with salted codfish from the waters of Newfoundland in northern North America for 

the large market in foodstuffs for enslaved peoples, markets that extended from the northeastern 

American seaboard rum distilleries to the Portuguese Brazilian sugarcane fields. At the same 

time those foodstuffs fueled the institution of slavery spreading westward across the Caribbean 

Islands and American continents, populating lands previously hunted and cultivated by Indians.86 

By the eighteenth century, many people in the world were enslaved, and it should come as no 

shock that American Indians, as did Africans and Europeans, enslaved people, especially peoples 

outside their own kinship groups. The treatment of human beings as commodities had a deep 

history in the Americas and with new and expanding markets, slavery proved profitable for the 

many people trading on the Southern Plains.  

As soon as the French and Spanish introduced manufactured goods into the trade systems 

on the plains, American Indians adopted the goods into their cultures. Firearms, household 

goods, and agricultural tools changed life immensely. Various Indian groups reacted differently 

to new commodities. Comanches took full advantage of the situation to spread the territorial 

boundaries of their hunting and grazing grounds, making more raids on Spanish settlements and 

collecting more captives to extend their kinship networks. The Wichitas, on the other hand, 

found the need to fortify villages against well-armed rival raiders. Devastating raids coupled with 

the ravages of disease forced Wichitas to consolidate hunting lands and villages. The Wichitas 

migrated in even larger numbers from the Arkansas River to between the Red and Brazos rivers 
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of modern day North-Central Texas. The Brazos, Wichita, and Red rivers had been part of the 

Wichita range for centuries but now the range increasingly became finite and fortified.87 

Spanish and Pueblo settlements in New Mexico and French outposts in Arkansas, 

Louisiana, Missouri, and Mississippi operated as crucial trade links for the Wichitas, where the 

Apaches and Wichitas competed bitterly. For many decades, Lipan Apaches plundered Wichita 

villages, at least until in-migrating bands of Comanches pushed the Apaches farther south into 

New Spain. Competition for “natural resources, trade routes, and markets” caused the Apaches 

and Comanches to clash on the Southern Plains. “Both groups needed the same river valleys,” 

according to Colin G. Calloway in One Vast Winter Count: The Native American West Before 

Lewis and Clark, where “Apaches used them for their mixed hunting and farming economy; 

Comanches needed them to feed, water, and shelter their growing horse herds.” The Comanches 

competed and attempted to oust the Apaches from their role as traders with the Spanish and 

Pueblos in New Mexico. The Apaches had done the same to the Jumanos by ousting them from 

the trade.88   

The semi-sedentary Apaches found themselves vulnerable to attack from Comanche 

raiders. The skilled Comanche warriors knew exactly where to find the Plains Apaches based on 

well-known Apache agricultural cycles. Comanches secured French guns and blocked French 

traders from reaching the Apaches while Spanish policy prohibited selling firearms to any 
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Indians. The Apaches found themselves under-equipped; they had brought bows and arrows to a 

gunfight. The Apaches could not resist the Comanche onslaught. Through the early 1720s the 

Comanches pushed out the Jicarilla Apaches from northeastern New Mexico and then swept 

through the upper Red River. Lipan Apache tradition recalls a nine-day battle in the upper Red 

River basin, after which the defeated Apaches fled the Red River valley. The upper Red River 

valley had become part of Comancheria. Many historians believe the nine-day battle occurred in 

1723 near the site of the falls on the Big Wichita River, which is referred to on Spanish maps as 

Río del Fierro (River of Iron). The river received its Spanish name from a meteorite in the area 

that both the Comanches and Wichitas venerated. The European place name illustrates the 

cultural attitude towards land and water resources during this early colonial period, one 

dominated by the idea of mineral wealth.89 

 At the same time the Wichitas began to retreat from the Arkansas to the Red River in 

even larger numbers. Location of villages on the Red River valley furthered the distance from 

Osage raiders and still allowed for a close enough place to trade with the French at Natchitoches. 

Wichitas also started building their grass lodges closer together and encircled by fortified 

palisades. Soon the Kutsotuckkah, or Buffalo Eaters, a band of Comanches settled in the Red 

River region and made alliances with the Wichitas. The Comanches utilized Wichita villages for 

trade and campsites and conversely the Wichitas grew to depend on the fragile alliance with the 

Comanches for defense against well-armed Osage raiders and Apache marauders. Aligned with 

the Comanches, the Wichitas helped to push out the Lipan Apaches from the Red River valley. 
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The defeated Lipan Apaches soon turned their attention on raiding Spanish herds and settlements 

further south and west.90 

Trade continued to proliferate in the eighteenth century between the Comanches, 

Wichitas, Caddos, and Pueblos.91 Between the 1740s and 1770s, French traders called 

contrabandists (by Spanish authorities) established outposts along the Arkansas and Red Rivers 

routes, supplying more French merchandise and inadvertently spreading more European diseases 

to Comanches and Wichitas.92 Comanche hegemony hinged on economic and military control of 

the Southern Plains, and controlling the trade networks between the pueblos of New Mexico and 

the French in Louisiana through the alliance with the Wichitas. In New Mexico the Comanches 

preferred trade fairs in Taos whereas the Apaches preferred trade fairs at Pecos Pueblo. 

Comanches traded tanned skins, buffalo hides, and enslaved captives for maize, cloth, and 

Spanish goods. And via trade with the Wichitas, the Comanches obtained French guns and metal 

ware, and tobacco, maize, beans, squash, and fruit, all products that the Comanches needed to 

supplement their diet primarily made up of meat. The Comanches performed not only the plains 

raiders function, but also the very competent plains trader role and from “Intra-Comanche 

exchanges,” livestock and manufactured goods funneled from band to band.93  
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By 1750, the area of North America that had become known to Iberians as Northern New 

Spain had a very humanized landscape. Records indicate vast trade networks, agriculture, 

irrigation, and livestock raising. As geographer Karl Butzer put it, “the pristine myth was grossly 

simplistic [and] pejorative to Native Americans, by reinforcing a stereotype of technologically 

primitive aborigines who blended into the forest.”94 This more careful assessment of 

performance of the land should inform future land use and ethics. The period between 1491 and 

1750 illustrates that Amerindians changed the landscape just as much or more than Europeans. 

After 1750 the Industrial Revolution changed the way that people interacted with the 

environment in general. The so-called “Devastated Colonial Landscape” of northern New Spain 

was actually a result of Euroamerican and Amerindian trade and culture and acts as a better 

appellation for the latter colonial period after 1750. Geographers dismissed myths surrounding 

the introduction of cattle, sheep, and horses to the New World, and so should environmental 

historians.95  

After 1750 manufactured goods flooded the plains and deeply altered Euroamerican and 

Amerindian cultures and the way both groups interacted with the land. A perfect example 

occurred between 1750 and 1752, when the Spanish made failed attempts to halt trade from 

French outposts to the tribes on the Southern Plains. The French traders referred to their Wichita 

friends as the Pawnee Picts. Many French and Wichitas intermarried; thus it comes at no surprise 

the French name for the Wichita people survives as their present appellation. The French, 

interestingly enough, also named Cache Creek, one of the larger tributaries entering the Red 
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River from the Oklahoman Plains. The Wichita, well known as superb agriculturalists, hid their 

food supplies and surplus in “pear-shaped holes sunk in the sod along the banks of Cache 

Creek,” concealing their food from raiders and rivals. Maize, dried pumpkins, and jerky cached 

in these underground hideaways gave way to the French calling the watercourse Cache Creek.96 

In 1758, the Spanish built a mission for Lipan Apaches on the San Saba River. The 

Apaches, mortal enemies of the southern Plains tribes, received the protection of the Spanish. An 

alliance of Red River Plains Indians (the Spanish suspecting the Nortenos or nations of the 

North, which included Wichitas, Toankawas, Twakonis, Kichais, Tavoyas, Xaranames, Bidais, 

Yjuanes, Caddos, and Comanches) carried French weapons and attacked the new Spanish 

installation on the San Saba River. Two thousand mounted Amerindian warriors killed eight 

Spaniards, numerous Apaches, and burned the Catholic mission to the ground. Spanish Indian 

policy, which vacillated between war and appeasement, in this case called for war, a punitive 

expedition.97  

In response to the attack, the Spanish sent a force led by Commander Diego Parilla of 

San Saba onto the north-central Texas plains in 1759. The Spaniards and their Apache allies 

found one of the larger Wichita village complexes on the Red River near the mouths of the 

Wichita Rivers. Earthen ramparts surrounded a fort that flew a French flag. Armed with French 

guns, lances, and sabers, the Wichitas rebuffed a Spanish assault that was forced back in such a 
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hurried and disordered retreat that the Spanish expedition lost its supply train. The Spaniards left 

behind two cannons, military equipment, large amounts of weaponry, and 1,000 horses and 

mules. When Anglo settlers later discovered artifacts from this Wichita settlement, the area was 

assumed to be a Spanish fort because of the large amount of Spanish supplies, and was 

subsequently misnamed Spanish Fort.98 

The military objectives are not important here; instead, for environmental purposes it is 

the ecological information related by the Spaniards that it is highly illustrative of the upper Red 

River basin cultural ecology. Robert S. Weddle’s After the Massacre: The Violent Legacy of the 

San Saba Mission contains Juan Angel de Oyarzun’s translated diary detailing the 1759 

campaign.99 Oyarzun’s writings echoed earlier accounts of the landscape but also brought new 

information to light. As did authors who left earlier accounts, Oyarzun saw competing Indian 

groups that made the roving herds of buffalo in the upper Red River basin their source of food, 

clothing, and shelter. The Spaniard also found lands covered with grama grass and small 

mesquites and located a pyramid-shaped chunk of pure iron on a high hill covered with grass. 

According to the Spanish chronicler the “great size of the iron nugget…cause one to marvel. 

This phenomenon so close to the river justified calling it Rio del Hierro [“River of Iron”].”100 En 
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route to the plains village the expedition spotted many bears, killing one and making it into 

jerky.101  

At a Comanche rancheria near the upper Red River basin the Spanish took Indian 

prisoners. The Indian captives reported a well-defended settlement nearby with three Frenchmen 

within its stockade. The Indian fort, skillfully made with loopholes and surrounded by a moat, 

caused alarm among the Spanish authorities. The Indian captives “made it clearly evident that 

they [the French and Indians] have many firearms and a large store of ammunition and that they 

are directed and guided by foreign instruction and a military doctrine superior to that observed 

by our presidios on the Indian frontier.”102 Militarily the ruckus frames an interesting story, a fort 

on the distant plains that flew a French flag. But more ecologically important, the Spanish troops 

made detailed observations of the landscape. Oyarzun, for example, spotted “large fields of corn, 

all in bloom and many other beans, pumpkins, and watermelons, all skillfully enclosed by a 

palisade.”103 Scouts reported no roads for crossing the Red River but “they had seen . . . large 

orchards and corn fields, which they have on this side for greater ease of irrigation.” This first 

historically documented mention of irrigation on the upper Red River indicates that the Indians 

made use of the river water to irrigate their crops.104  

The huts making up the village extended over a large area and the Spaniards believed the 

Indian numbers to be large. The Indians fortified one part of the settlement and the other 

unfortified section remained deserted, all of its inhabitants inside the fortress. Furthermore, the 

Comanches and other allied Indians made their camp inside the fort. The Spanish spied 
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Comanche tepees peeking above the fort’s walls. As the Spanish arrived in the Red River Valley, 

help for the Indians continued to arrive from neighboring villages. This particular village of 

Wichita Indians was Taguayas (Tavoyas) and allies arrived from a short distance east from the 

nearby villages of the Yascales (Iscanis) to help fight back the Spanish and their Apache allies. 

Ultimately, the Wichitas and Comanches handily repulsed the attack, indicating not only their 

resistance to Spanish authority but also their autonomy over land and resources in the region.105 

The Spanish crown’s policy to restrict the sell of firearms to Plains Indians had failed. While the 

Comanches turned to French traders for guns, the Apaches had been left completely defenseless. 

In some documented cases, Comanches even illicitly sold French firearms to Spaniards.106 

The capturing of the Spanish supply train that included goods, guns, and livestock proved 

a boon for the Plains Indians on the Red River. Livestock emerged after 1750 as an important 

part of life not only for Amerindians, but also the growing numbers of Euroamericans, African 

Americans, and the increasingly heterogeneous society of mixed races or mestizos emerging 

from within New Spain. Both mission Indians and the townspeople of San Antonio engaged 

extensively in cattle raising with stock driven to Louisiana markets by 1770.  The Spanish 

introduction of livestock allowed settlement and survival where labor was extremely scarce and 

generated capital through export to distant markets. Geographers like Karl Butzer believe “[t]he 

political correct axiom that colonial livestock devastated the environments of northern New 

Spain is contradicted by the evidence ‘in the field’”107 The claim that rindigenous agriculture 

operated in “harmony with nature” or that it can act as an “ideal norm for the future” completely 
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ignores the fact that introduction of European livestock reduced risk of starvation, improved 

nutrition, and produced fertilizer for farmers.108 Spaniards did not “devastate” the range 

environment of northern New Spain before 1750 by introducing domesticated livestock. The 

cattle, sheep, and horses Europeans introduced to the plains ecology grazed freely across the Red 

River plains. Instead it seems later Anglo-American ranchers that combined barbed wire fencing 

and non-mobile stock raising since the 1880s put the greatest pressures on the land, first 

provoking range deterioration. 

From the 1750s through the 1770s Spanish-Comanche relations vacillated between 

peaceful trade and warfare. The Comanche warriors counted coups (acts of bravery on the 

battlefield) and kidnapped Apache, Ute, Pueblo, Pawnee, Wichita, Caddo, and Spanish women 

and children to expand and strengthen their populations. Taking multiple wives, often enslaved 

wives, enhanced a Comanche man’s status and wealth, especially since women cleaned and 

tanned hides, and did the trading at pueblo commercial fairs. In a Comanche camp several 

languages might be heard as Comanche communities absorbed varying cultures. Furthermore 

and much to the confusion of the Spanish colonials the Comanche command structure remained 

decentralized, as bands and kinship groups acted independently from one another. Comanches 

spread their rancherias far and wide to allow large herds sufficient grass and water. For example 

one band of Comanches might occupy Mulberry Creek, an upper tributary of the Red River, 

which served as a favorite watering and campsite, while other bands sought out grass and water 

resources from other river valleys and tributaries. Comanche rancherias might be found from the 

Arkansas River to the Rio Grande, and the tributaries of the upper Red River served as 

welcoming valleys for Comanche herds. The Comanches developed the grass and water 
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resources of the Southern Plains, managing them carefully and skillfully spreading themselves 

out to best use those resources. Just as the introduction of the horse had changed Comanche 

culture, sustenance for pony herds had impacted Comanche political structure.109 When 

Euroamericans attempted to negotiate with the Comanches they found it extremely difficult. 

Bands spread far and wide acted on their own individual whims and thoroughly confused 

Spanish colonial authorities.110  

World politics changed the Plains Indians alliances again when the French lost the Seven 

Years’ War (1756-1763). The Spanish crown took over France’s western lands. The Caddo 

tribes, allies of the Wichitas, made a quick peace with the Spanish, replacing French trade with 

Spanish trade. The Caddos soon negotiated peace between the Wichitas and Spanish. In 1772, 

Athanase de Mézières y Clugny, a Frenchman in the employee of the Spanish government, 

approached the Wichitas to formally arrange peace and trade alliances with Spain. As the 

Spanish commandant at Natchitoches, Louisiana, Athanese de Mézières visited bands of 

Quedsitas as far away as the upper Brazos River.111 In 1772 Mézières estimated 600 men on the 

Red and Wichita rivers. And in 1778 Mézières visited the region again and found 300 men in a 
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village near the Wichita River. At the Red River he reported encountering nearly 800 men living 

in 160 houses.112 Furthermore, De Mézières found some of the Wichitas he visited lived in 

dugouts, having no wood to build their houses.113  

Ultimately, De Mézières’s diplomatic and political overtures on behalf of the Spanish 

Crown to the Comanche and Wichitas failed.114 French trader J. Gagnard remembered the 

Wichitas of the upper Red River carried on trade in slaves, horses, and mules with the 

Comanches and with Frenchmen who came from the Arkansas River. The Wichitas preferred 

French and Comanche commerce to that of the Spanish at Natchitoches where merchants wanted 

only deerskins from the exchange. Spanish restrictions on trade caused the Indians to look for 

illicit goods elsewhere.115 The Comanches and Wichitas soon adjusted to the deteriorating 

French trade and the new opportunities offered by the Spanish that relied on Anglo-American 

traders and guns. Indians substituted French trade for American commerce and with American 

guns and goods the Comanche continued to attack settlements in New Mexico, Mexico, and 

Texas. The Spaniards remained ineffective in their ability to stop the raids. Even when Pedro 

Fermin de Mendinueta, for example, led a force of Spaniards, Pueblos, Utes, and Apaches from 

New Mexico in August 1774 in pursuit of a Comanche war party and defeated the Comanche 

raiders, the raids continued afterward. After sweeping the Pecos River valley, the Spanish 

defeated the Comanche warriors in the upper Red River valley. Yet the independent bands of 

Apaches, Wichitas, Comanches, Kiowas, Pueblos, Utes, and Cheyennes continuously shifted 
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alliances, harassing and raiding Spanish settlements thoroughly confusing the Crown’s 

bureaucrats, despite years of Spanish attempts to gain political allegiance, assert missionary zeal, 

and use military force.116  

Plains Indian raids and depredations continued in Northern New Spain in the 1780s, just 

as Pedro Vial, another Frenchman in the employ of the Spanish monarch, blazed a trail across the 

American Southwest from San Antonio to Santa Fe and through the upper Red River valley. In 

1786 Vial set out from San Antonio, traveling northward to the Taovoya villages on the Red 

River and from the Wichita community westward up the Red River, eventually crossing the 

Canadian River valley and connecting with Santa Fe seven and a half months after leaving San 

Antonio. The French trailblazer found the aboriginal highway that was the Red River and Vial 

ate, rested, and restored his provisions at the Wichita village on the Red River, before moving on 

across the High Plains. The Wichita village consisted of seventeen huts “made of straw.” The 

Wichita raised maize, beans, melons, and pumpkins near the village. Vial found the Wichita 

village made a lovely camping repast where he comfortably partook of many siestas. Later Vial 

blazed a trail from Santa Fe to Natchitoches. The trail descended Palo Duro Canyon, followed 

the Prairie Dog Town Fork of the Red River to the main channel of the Red River, and from 
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there proceeded to the Taovaya village on the Red River. The Wichita village on the Red River 

became a colonial way station on the ancient aboriginal trade route.117  

In 1787, Jose Mares shortened Pedro Vial’s rout from Santa Fe to San Antonio de Bexar. 

In other words, Vial blazed the trail and Mares fine-tuned the rout.  Mares crossed Tierra Blanca 

Creek and Tule Canyon, visiting the Taovoya villages on the Red River. For Europeans the 

Wichita villages became way-stations through which European traders connected distant markets 

(Santa Fe, San Antonio, and Natchitoches) to one another. But the Wichitas and Comanches 

remained skeptical of the outsiders and questioned the intentions of the Euroamerican traders. 

The Indians often made stark inquiries about infectious diseases, since prior French traders from 

“La Zarca” or the Arkansas Post had infected their villages and rancherias with smallpox, 

perhaps killing two-thirds of the Comanches.118 The Wichitas and Comanches continued to 

experience the effects of disease as a byproduct of trade, yet continued to trade with the French 

at the Arkansas posts and at other times vacillating between raiding or trading with the Spanish 

at Natchitoches and San Antonio.119 

The Wichitas at the Red River villages historically traded with the French at outposts in 

Louisiana, Arkansas, Missouri, and Mississippi. An Amerindian ability to maintain hegemony 

and trade networks independently of the Spanish Crown allowed the horse trade to flourish 

across North America, plus independent commercial abilities reinforced traditional reciprocal 
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kinship relations. No wonder vitriolic Spanish authorities referred to a Comanche-Wichita-

Caddo alliance as the “savage” norteños or, often just like the Spanish colonizers on the 

Argentine Pampas, los indios bárbarios.120   

Indian inhabitants of northern New Spain proved to be a thorn in the side of the Spanish 

empire. Spanish authorities never effectively diverted Wichita and Comanche trade or commerce 

southward toward Spanish settlements in Texas, mainly because Anglo Americans filled in voids 

left by French traders along the Mississippi River. The Spaniards could never effectively dictate 

the terms of the trade. The Wichita, for example, substituted deteriorating French trade with 

Anglo-American trade.121 In 1772 Taovayas on the upper Red River carried British guns, and 

Anglo traders moved across north Texas as they pleased.122 “Local realities and lack of 

resources,” American Indian historian Colin G. Calloway pointed out “limited implementation of 

grand imperial plans.”123 Amerindians effectively played Euroamericans against one another, just 

as the Euroamericans played off different inimical Indians groups. Bitterly, Osages, Mescalero 

Apaches, Lipan Apaches, Tonkawas, and Cheyennes competed with Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, 

Comanches, and Wichitas for resources on the Plains. 
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The Kiowas and Kiowa-Apaches appear to be the last American Indian groups to reach 

the upper Red River near the end of the eighteenth century. The name adopted by the people 

called the Kiowa derives from an Anglicized Comanche form of the name for the tribe Ga’igwu. 

According to Kiowa cosmology their first ancestors came forth from “a hollow cottonwood log 

at the bidding of a supernatural progenitor” named Saynday. The Kiowa creation story closely 

tied the Kiowas to the environment.  As the creator tapped the log, men and women emerged, 

until a pregnant woman plugged the hole. No one else could follow through the hole, and thus 

the story accounts for the relatively small number of kin members in the Kiowa population.  

Kiowa kinship patterns and migrations from more distant parts of the American West to the 

Southern Plains resembled those of the Comanches, but differ in significant ways. Linguistic 

anthropologists traced the Kiowas to the American Southwest, where they migrated to Crow 

country in present-day Wyoming and Montana. At the end of the seventeenth century, the 

Kiowas and Crows moved eastward to the Black Hills between Wyoming and South Dakota, 

where the tribes collided with a better-equipped and horse-mounted Lakota and Pawnee people. 

The Kiowas quickly acquired horses on the plains, bid farewell to the Crows, and migrated 

southward onto the Southern Plains of modern-day Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas, and into the 

upper Red River basin. Before introduction of the horse, the Kiowas relied on dog travois to 

migrate, but horses made migration from the Platte to the Arkansas and Red Rivers easier and 

faster. Kiowa wellbeing improved dramatically on the Southern Plains with population-numbers 

soaring. Soon their cosmology took in the Wichita Mountains and Plains environment, 

celebrating the flora and fauna, bison herds, and especially their horses. The quick envelopment 

of natural surrounding into societal structures reflected deep attachments between Kiowas and 

environment.124 
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Kiowas performed an annual Sun Dance that reestablished kinship ties and “countered 

the social decentralization and fragmentation occasioned” when herds and camps dispersed 

across the Southern Plains for grazing. The Kiowas considered bison to be the animal 

representatives of the sun and essential sacrificial victims of the Sun Dance. The Kiowas left 

behind offerings of butchered buffalo meat on the ground for the sun after a hunt because the sun 

helped the buffalo grow and to feed the Kiowas. The Kiowas recognized the important links 

between the sunlight and grass, and between the nutritious grass and the fat bison. The bison 

formed intermediaries between humans and the sun. A supernatural being gave the Kiowas the 

sun. The sun named da or medicine formed the principal life force. The sun made the division of 

day and night, taught people to hunt, and then returned to his place among the stars. Later the sun 

and an earthly woman birthed the sun’s son—sun-boy—who later “transformed himself into two, 

and finally gave himself to the Kiowa[s] in eucharistic form as a tribal ‘medicine,’ which they 

still retain.” Anglos viewed the Kiowas as nomadic hunters, raiders, and scalpers, but the Kiowas 

saw themselves in a much different light, and definitely not as murderous sulkers. The Kiowas 

thought of themselves as great hunters, seeking fulfillment from their own way of life, and from 

most accounts the Kiowas appeared as tall brave warriors on the plains. The Kiowas associated 

warfare with the sun and killing a buffalo symbolized killing an enemy.125  
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The Kiowa-Apaches, a small group of Athapaskan-speaking people, also appeared on the 

plains with the Kiowas. Kiowa-Apache tradition reveals the people have been closely associated 

with the Kiowas for centuries. The Kiowas formed a completely separate speaking people with 

an entirely different and unrelated language than the Kiowa-Apaches. Although many Kiowa-

Apaches knew the Kiowa tongue, most Kiowas knew nothing of the Kiowa-Apache language. 

During the annual Kiowa Sun Dance, the Kiowa-Apache functioned as a traditional “band” of 

the Kiowas. The Kiowa-Apaches followed the religious instructions of the Kiowas and the same 

sacred Taime and its medicine, but at the same time were not subservient or dependent upon the 

Kiowas. Intermarriage occurred between the two tribes, but the Kiowa-Apaches maintained and 

still maintain a separate cultural identity. The Kiowas and Kiowa-Apaches celebrated their 

horses and the sun, from which radiant energy made the grass grow and the buffalo move across 

the plains. The Kiowas and Kiowa-Apaches in their Sun Dance annually thanked the sun—a 

supernatural being—for the bison harvest.126  

In 1790, the Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches established a permanent and long-

lasting peace and with the confederated alliance, subsequently expropriated the Southern Plains. 

Many Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches lived, hunted, and raided together, and with a 

tremendous fury sent Mescalero and Lipan Apaches fleeing westward and southward into 

Mexico and New Mexico.  From the headwaters of the Red River, the Kiowas and their allies 

launched raids that extended from Matagorda Bay in the Gulf of Mexico to the Gulf of California 
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in Mexico near the Pacific Coast. These combined raids might last two years, and the plunder 

garnered consisted of scalps, horses, and captives.127  

Comanche, Kiowa, Kiowa-Apache, Wichita, Lipan Apache, and many other Amerindian 

groups inhabited the Southern Plains. Just as Richard White found among the Salish Indians of 

Island County in modern-day state of Washington, the Indians modified the “vegetational 

community of the prairies” on the Southern Plains, leading to “purposeful manipulation of the 

environment” and “profound ecological effects.”128 Not surprisingly, Comanche vocabulary and 

toponyms perceptively described physical features including elevation, bodies of water, and 

vegetation, and according to Comanche historian Daniel Gelo “by custom” Comanches paid 

“attention to the lay of the land.”129 Comanche place names reveal close affinity with the land, 

offering descriptive representations of the landscape that give insight into past ecological 

relationships. Comanches, for instance, called West Cache Creek: Little Sand River; North Fork 

Red River: Walnut River; Salt Fork Red River: Pawahkapu River (named after a local herb); the 

Red River at Hardeman County: Big Sand River; and Pease River: Buffalo Tongue River or 

more literally “cache of tongues” river.130  

The Comanches outlined trade and hunting routs using regional peaks as signpost. The 

Wichita Mountains in modern-day Tillman County, Oklahoma, and Medicine Mounds in 

modern-day Hardeman County, Texas, ascend from the plains and impose significant landmarks 
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on the upper Red River topography. The Comanches celebrated “Big Mound” at Medicine 

Mounds as a sacred place for vision quests, dances, hunts, and medicine collecting. Seventy-five 

miles northeast of Medicine Mounds in modern-day Oklahoma, the Wichita Mountains endowed 

another important Comanche ritual site. Between the Wichita Mountains and Medicine Mounds 

on windy sand hills, archeologists found a campsite that yielded “evidence of late prehistoric 

occupation in the form of shards and projectile points,” a way station between the sacred Wichita 

Mountains and Medicine Mounds.131  

Unmindful of the ancient trade routes and deep history of the upper Red River valley, the 

Louisiana Purchase in 1803 signaled the end of French influence. The United States of America 

acquired 820,000 square miles of “French” territory, which it called the Louisiana Territory at a 

cost of $23,213,568.132 Euroamerican disregard for Amerindian land tenure and rights continued 

through the Early Republic and Antebellum period while a new matrix of roads, surveyed land 

grants, counties, and town lots made the environment and cultures of the Plains more legible to 

the nation-state. Amerindian communal traditions, customs, and kinship networks eventually 

threatened the xenophobic slaveholding Texan state, and something akin to ethnic cleansing 

ensued. Anglo Texans pushed the Texas Indians out of north Texas and into Indian Territory by 

the 1870s.133 Euroamericans laid the mechanisms for a new market-driven, tax-collecting nation-
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state atop an already Indianized landscape. In fact many of the roads and towns lay atop former 

Indian trails, villages, and water-resource locations.134   
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CHAPTER 3 

MAKING ORDER IN THE LOUISIANA TERRITORY, 1803-1860 

 

From 1803 to 1880 the U.S. government attempted to impose order on the environment 

of the upper Red River valley.  On early nineteenth-century maps the valley appeared as a 

portion of the young Republic’s newly acquired Louisiana Purchase territory. Many newspaper 

editors and popular authors referred to this part of the upper Red River as “Indian Wilderness.” 

They believed it was an empty country ready for settlement. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, explorers and traders found an already humanized landscape, where trade, agriculture, 

bison, horses, and fire made up human existence on the plains. The people of the Southern Plains 

and their practices anthropomorphized the environment. Over the next eight decades the federal 

government standardized, ordered, and made legible a matrix of surveyed lands and 

infrastructure over the older cultural landscape. The state placed a European-derived pattern on 

the land so that outsiders and bureaucrats from distant Paris, Madrid, Mexico City, Washington, 

D.C., and Austin could make sense of the landscape and make decisions based on those 

abstractions, determining and mapping land grants, counties, and taxable parcels to govern its 

people. During the nineteenth century, merchant-traders, military exploratory expeditions, 

cadastral surveys, federal roads, construction of military forts, formation and delineation of 

Indian reservations and counties, establishment of trading posts, and the laying out of towns 

made society and the environment easier for the state to read, monitor, control, and levy taxes. 

By 1860 Americans had forced a modern landscape, a recognizable matrix of private lots and 

taxation atop a preexisting cultural landscape in the upper Red River basin.  
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In the nineteenth-century, settlement depended on local knowledge of surrounding water 

and land resources. The relationship between water resource and human habitation proved as 

necessary as food production.  Food, a key part of human sustenance if not an elemental part of 

existence, also played an important role in the way people ordered their surrounding 

environment. In many cases both Amerindians and Euroamericans made commodities of 

foodstuffs and other items (bison, livestock, maize, and vegetables) that led to larger scales of 

production and greater impacts on regional ecology, as witnessed in the growth of agriculture 

and trade (horses, hides, guns, and manufactured goods). Greater foraging needs for herds, more 

people hunting bison on the plains, and the growth in agriculture exemplified changing 

environmental trends during the nineteenth century. But local indigenous practices of 

measurement, landholding, and kinship in their raw form appeared illegible to the state. But the 

Plains Indians had agency and local practices existed that displayed a deep relationship between 

human practices and the local environment and seemed to the Indians very legible. Regardless, 

the state, backed by the power of maps, records, courts, legislators, and military coercion, 

applied a new grid and tried to fit people and land into the codified and simplified pattern.  

Although the land and society did not fit perfectly into a grid, the state sowed the roots for a 

uniform property regime manipulated from the center. European, Mexican, Texan, and American 

states attempted to impose a familiar order in the upper Red River. For the most part all of these 

states failed, at least until the mid-nineteenth century when the Texas and federal governments 

established counties and transportation routes in the region, and Texas privatized much of its 

public lands in the northwest portion of the state.  But the new planned social order lacked the 

primary role of local ecological knowledge and disregarded indigenous relationships with the 
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land. The state imposed a system without considering local or native environmental “know-

how.”1 

In the early 1800s, the United States had only limited information about the upper Red 

River basin, but the government wished to make order out of terra incognita. Many Americans 

speculated about the sources of the river, some wrongly believing the Red River’s headwaters 

formed in the distant eastern escarpments of the Rocky Mountains. Disease and epidemics 

shrouded the Red River at the turn of the century and the border region appeared somewhat 

chaotic to Anglo-American onlookers. In 1801 U.S. Indian agent John Sibley reported from 

Natchez that the Wichita Indians in the Red River valley had been decimated by smallpox. 

Sibley estimated only 400 inhabitants remained at the Wichita-Red River village complexes after 

the epidemic. At the same time the Spanish, also weakened by disease, could no longer provide 

promised trade, weapons, and protection for the Wichitas, who were really a loose federation of 

bands, including the Wacos, Taovayas, Tawakonis, Kichas, and others, leaving them open to 

attacks from rival Osage groups.2 The Wichitas, a matrilineal society, possessed strong agrarian 

and village lifestyles, and these sedentary Indians celebrated the agricultural nature of their 

existence in religious Green Corn ceremonies. But the impact of the border chaos and violence 

impacted Wichita village housing strategies, as they relied more-and-more on fortified villages to 

protect them from disease and attack.3 
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Into this fray came Anglo-American prairie traders from Louisiana, Missouri, Kentucky, 

and Tennessee, who mixed a hunter-scavenger lifestyle with mercantile capitalism. The 

Americans replaced French trade, which had been a crucial commerce linkage for Wichita Indian 

traders. Anglo explorers and mustangers, such as Philip Nolan, Anthony Glass, and John Maley, 

arrived at the turn of the century and traversed near or through the Red River Valley from 

western outposts in Missouri, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Arkansas and filled economic voids 

left by French traders. In a way the French still lived in the Red River valley as many had 

intermarried into Wichita bands. Some claimed to be third and fourth generation Franco-

American merchants. At the turn of the nineteenth century Philip Nolan reported that he lived 

among Indian traders in modern-day north central Texas for two years and that he was a favorite 

among the Comanches and Wichitas. Soon a bustling American population on the eastern 

seaboard heard Nolan’s elaborate accounts of bountiful prairies, which helped open a flood of 

adventure-seekers out West.4 

In 1803, the Louisiana Purchase allowed the United Sates to take official control of the 

Mississippi River and all its tributaries, which included the Red River. Soon after Spanish 

authorities challenged the Americans on the northern boundaries of their dying empire and 

thwarted American attempts to explore the upper Red River region. President Thomas 

Jefferson’s curiosity regarding the Southern Plains and Southwest had been piqued by Phillip 

Nolan’s intriguing reports of immense herds of wild mustangs and by John Sibley’s reports of 

innumerable wild horses, buffalo, bears, wolves, elk, deer, foxes, sangliers (wild hogs), antelope, 

rabbits, spotted tigers, panthers, and other wild cats. Furthermore, in 1805 U.S. agents reported 
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unofficial peaceful contacts with a village of Taovayas on the Red River.5 In light of all this 

cultural and natural historical information, Jefferson sought funding for official exploratory 

commissions to the upper Red River.6  

 Thus President Jefferson initiated the barrage of federally funded efforts to explore the 

Red River. From 1804-1805 George Hunter and William Dunbar followed the Ouachita River, a 

tributary of the Red River, to its source in central Arkansas.7 Following on the heels of Hunter 

and Dunbar’s accomplishment, President Jefferson assembled his Southwestern counterpart to 

the Lewis and Clark expedition, the Custis-Freeman expedition, to be led by military man 

Thomas Freeman and naturalist Dr. Peter Custis. Jefferson appointed Custis to take the natural 

history survey of the Red River and Freeman to win Indians to the United States, away from 

Spanish allegiances. Jefferson believed American commercial interests would benefit greatly if 

the Red River could provide a navigable route to the city of Santa Fe. Potential map work on the 

Red and Arkansas Rivers would cement U.S. claims to the southern drainages of the Mississippi 

River. The expedition would not only accomplish some cadastral survey needs, but also satisfy 

much intellectual, scientific, and political curiosity.8 

In 1806, the expedition began its journey up the Red River, but soon came to a standstill 

as it reached the edge of the upper Red River basin near modern-day New Boston, Texas. 
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Finding Spanish cavalry blocking their rout the U.S. Expedition turned back towards to the 

American frontier settlements. Politically and scientifically the Custis-Freeman expedition failed 

to meet Jefferson’s goals and the president craftily focused all the nation’s attention away from 

Custis and Freeman and towards the successful Lewis and Clark expedition. The Custis-Freeman 

expedition proved a bitter disappointment for American science because Custis had been the first 

“academically” trained naturalist to be appointed to an American exploratory expedition.9 The 

“secrets of the Red River,” as Dan Flores pointed out “in fact, proved almost as elusive to 

nineteenth century American science as the sources of the Nile were to British imperialists.”10  

 The failure of the government-funded expedition did not hinder further individual Anglo-

American penetration into the area. With Spanish policy in disarray, Jefferson’s agent on the 

lower Red River, John Sibley, lured Indians away from Spain. In the fall of 1807 several Indian 

delegations, including Taovayas, Tawakonis, Kichas, Caddos, and Comanches, accepted 

invitations to appear at Sibley’s post. Most accepted American gifts and flags and some turned in 

Spanish flags.11 At the same time private American citizens pushed onto the plains to hunt bison, 

catch wild mustangs, and search for fabled mineral wealth. In December of 1806, for example, 

four American traders visited Wichita villages in the upper Red River valley and reported back 

to Natchitoches, Louisiana, that they had located silver reserves south of the Big Wichita River. 

The reports prompted wealthy Natchez merchants to fund expeditions to the area.12  

                                                
9 Flores, “The Ecology of the Red River in 1806,” 30-37. 

 
10 T. Lindsay Baker, ed. The Texas Red River Country: The Official Surveys of the Headwaters, 1876 

(College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1998), x. 
 

11 Anderson, Indian Southwest, 193 and Isaac Joslin Cox, “The Louisiana-Texas Frontier,” Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly 13:2 (October 1913), 140-187. 
 

12 Natchez was an area of settlement on the far edge of the United States settlement line in the Mississippi 
Territory. Flores, Journal of an Indian Trader, xv; Steve Wilson, Wichita Falls: A Pictorial History (Norfolk, VA: 
Donning, 1982), 15; Garrett, ed., “Dr. John Sibley and the Louisiana-Texas Frontier, 1803-1814,” 286-291; Thomas 
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One of these Anglo-Indian traders and merchants, Anthony Glass, kept a journal that 

contains one of the first-hand Anglo-American accounts of Taovayas on the upper Red River 

plains. American accounts of the landscape and Plains cultures matched earlier Spanish and 

French reports—that of a region of scattered mesquite groves, tall prairie grasses, abundant 

bison, a Wichita people that hunted and farmed, and Comanche and Kiowa peoples that led a 

hunting life. Anthony Glass’s silver mines turned out to be meteorites located near modern day 

Wichita County that area bands of Amerindians venerated, at least until the Anglo Americans 

shipped them back east to the Smithsonian Institute.13 Early Anglo forays into the Red River 

valleys prepared the way for Anglo colonization and settlement, and much like the first Spanish 

attempts were driven by the search for mineral wealth.  

The U.S. government sent small contingents of troops to the plains, but really only held 

weak control over the land it claimed to own. The government could not control its own citizens, 

much less the indigenous peoples of the American interior. In 1812 just as war broke out with 

England, President James Monroe fired John Sibley for “political indiscretions” and replaced 

him with Thomas Gates. Gates courted the Red River Indians and recruited many of them for the 

war effort. At war’s end Gates organized an expedition to visit Caddo and Wichita towns, 

                                                                                                                                                       
Isern, “George Champlain Sibley, 1811 and 1825-1826,” in Frontier Adventurers: American Exploration in 
Oklahoma, ed. Joseph A. Stout, Jr. (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma: Oklahoma Historical Society, 1976), 20.  
 

13 Flores, Journal of an Indian Trader, 5; Howard B. Lamar, The Trader on the American Frontier: Myth’s 
Victim (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1977), 40; and Anderson, Indian Southwest, 194. The Glass 
journal was uncovered in the 1820's by renowned pioneer chemical educator and researcher Benjamin Silliman from 
Yale University during his research on the largest meteorite of the period, the "Louisiana Iron"  (later called "Texas 
Iron" and "Red River" where it resides in the Yale Peabody Museum of Natural History).  He determined that Dr. 
John Sibley from Natchitoches was the source of the stone shipped to New York.  Upon contact with him, he 
learned of the 28 pages “the Glass journal” that was a copy of the original given to him by Glass as a report of his 
journey. The copy named "Copy of a Journal of a Voyage from Nackitosh into the interior of Louisiana on the 
waters of Red River Trinity Brassos Colerado & the Sabine performed between the first of July 1808 & May 1809 by 
Captain Anthony Glass of the Territory of Mississippi" is the only known version of the journal and is in the 
Silliman Family Collection at Yale University.  It is unclear to what extent the copy was edited by Sibley. See Dan 
Flores, Journal of an Indian Trader, xvi.  
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selecting Major Reuben Ross to lead the expedition. In May 1815 Ross’s party crossed the 

Sabine and Trinity rivers, entering the Red River valley, exploring the Wichita Rivers in Texas 

and the Wichita Mountains in modern-day Oklahoma.14 For most citizens of the United States 

the upper Red River was only a hypothetical place that existed on maps. Few Americans knew 

anything about the upper Red River valley, and except for small detachments like the one led by 

Major Reuben Ross few had first-hand knowledge of the region and its environment. At the same 

time indigenous populations declined as smallpox swept from the Rio Grande to the Red River 

and over the Southern Plains in 1816. The Comanche, Kiowa, and Wichita Indians again 

suffered heavy losses. Disease and the unknown awaited in the upper Red River.15  

International negotiations between Washington, D.C., and Madrid gave way to more 

order in the region when a treaty more firmly fixed the boundaries between New Spain and the 

United States. The treaty settled the ongoing dispute between the United States and Spain over 

the Louisiana Territory boundaries. The threat of violence loomed over the treaty negotiations 

especially after the havoc committed by General Andrew Jackson in the Floridian Spanish 

territories from 1815-1818. The United States held the upper hand in the agreement and that was 

reflected in the favorable terms in the treaty for the U.S. government. Secretary of State John 

Quincy Adams and Spanish minister Luis De Onís concluded negotiations on the Adams-Onís 

Treaty (or Transcontinental Treaty) in 1819.  

The Treaty of 1819 used the Red River to delineate an international border. The treaty put 

the boundary “West of the Mississippi…where it strikes the Rio Roxo of Natchitoches, or Red 

                                                
14 Anderson, Indian Southwest, 194-195. The primary documents come from a diary in the William Allen 

Trimble Papers, Ohio Historical Society and is entitled “Statistical Account of the Country between Red River of 
Louisiana and the Colorado [Brazos] of the Prairies of Texas.” 
 

15 James Mooney, Calendar History of the Kiowa Indians (Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1979), 168. 
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River, then following the course of Rio Roxo Westward to the degree of Longitude 100….” 

According to the U.S. government the treaty established the boundary line along the south bank 

of the Red River at low water mark. Despite the favorable terms for the United States some 

American critics argued it was a betrayal of Texas. Many believed Texas was part of the 

Louisiana Territory. The famed explorer James Long, for example, believed it was a “surrender 

of Texas.”16  

In 1819 American traders renewed filibustering and trade on the Southern Plains, now in 

a more substantial and permanent way. The establishment of the Santa Fe-Natchitoches trails 

from 1819-1820 and erection of fortified Anglo trading posts signaled further Anglo-American 

intentions to colonize and trade in the region.17 James Long led an U.S. expedition to the 

Arkansas and Red Rivers in 1820 and revealed established trade patterns between Euroamerican 

traders from St. Louis and Plains Indians living on the Red River, but he ultimately failed to 

locate the upper Red River.18 Furthermore Mexican independence from Spain in 1821 and the 

establishment of the Austin colonies in the 1830s opened the region to Anglo-American 

settlement and trade.19  

                                                
16 Randolph B. Campbell, Gone To Texas: A History of the Lone Star State (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2003), 93-97 and The State of Oklahoma (Complainant) vs. The State of Texas (Defendant), U.S. Supreme Court, 
October Term, 1921, Part 1 Statement of Case and Arguments, 5-8.  
 
17 Lieutenant James H. Simpson, Maps of the Route form Fort Smith to Santa Fe, Made by Lieut, James H. Simpson 
of the Corps of Topographical Engineers, January 14, 1850, Secretary of War, 31st Congress, 1st sess, Senate 
Executive Document no. 12, Serial 554. 
 
18 Mooney, Calendar History of the Kiowa, 168; William H. Goetzmann, Exploration and Emire (New York: Alfred 
A. knopf, 1966), 59-64; James Smallwood, “Major Stephen Harriman Long, 1820,” in Frontier Adventurers: 
American Exploration in Oklahoma, ed. Joseph A. Stout, Jr. (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma: Oklahoma Historical 
Society, 1976), 51-60. 

 
19 Andy J. Middlebrooks and Glena Middlebrooks, “Holland Coffee of Red River,” Southwestern Historical 
Quarterly 69 (October 1965): 145-162. 
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Some Europeans and Americans made empresario contracts with the Mexican 

government to colonize the public domain of modern-day Texas. Stephen F. Austin remains the 

most famed and successful empresario. General Arthur G. Wavell contracted to settle four to 

five hundred families on the lower Red River in 1826 initiating the process of colonization on the 

upper reaches of the Red River. Reuben Ross entered into an empersario contract with the 

Mexican government for lands in the public domain of modern day northwest Texas west of 

Wavell’s contracted lands. Ross a Virginian native and U.S. citizen was a member of the famed 

Gutiérrez-Magee expedition that fought against Spanish forces from 1812-1813 and the 

aforementioned leader of the 1815 U.S. expedition to the upper Red River. An untimely death 

kept Colonel Reuben Ross from carrying out his contract. Ross was “waylaid and 

assassinated…by the hand of a perfidious assassin” in the state of Tamalupis on a trip to Mexico 

City.20 

 John Cameron, a Scotsman, took over Ross’s empresario contract. In 1827 the Mexican 

government had granted Cameron an empersario contract to colonize one hundred families on 

the Colorado River.  Later that same year the Coahuila and Texas congress declared John 

Cameron a legal citizen of Mexico. In 1828 Cameron received a second contract to colonize two 

hundred families on land along the Red River, the area previously contracted to Reuben Ross. 

The contract called for the colonization of two hundred families, half to be “native Mexicans” 

and the other half to be Europeans. Unsurprisingly the Mexican government barred Spaniards or 

                                                
20 The quote “waylaid and assassinated” is from Translation of John Cameron’s Second Empresario Contract, Sept. 
19, 1828 in Record of Translation of Empersario Contracts, pp. 159-162, Spanish Collection, Archives and Records 
Division, Texas General Land Office, Austin, Texas (Hereafter cited as TGLO); Mary Virginia Henderson, "Minor 
Empresario Contracts for the Colonization of Texas, 1825-1834," Southwestern Historical Quarterly 32:1 (July 
1928): 16-20; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Reuben Ross" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/RR/fro83.html (accessed October 22, 2008); Handbook of Texas 
Online, s.v. "John Cameron" http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/fca26.html (accessed October 
22, 2008). 
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those countries not recognizing Mexican Independence from colonizing in the region. The 

Mexican government extended both of Cameron’s contractual agreements in 1832 for an 

additional three years. Cameron petitioned the Mexican government for a land commissioner and 

in 1835 the state appointed Jose Maria Portillo as commissioner for the contract. But it was too 

late to have land surveyed and titles issued before the outbreak of the Texas Revolution. In 

reality the Ross and Cameron contracts were mere speculative ventures and resulted in no 

colonization. Cameron admitted in the petition for the land commissioner “this place is distant 

from the capital, infested by Indians and scarce of provisions and other difficulties of 

importance.” Cameron never issued any titles under his Red River contract.21  

Relatively few historical documents on the 1820s upper Red River reflect daily lives of 

common people in the valley. Most documentation covers the lower Red River or the diplomatic 

sphere between European, Mexican, and American governments and concern further wrangling 

over borderlands and violence between Tejano, Indian, and Anglo inhabitants. By the early 

1830s trade and exploration fostered a movement among Anglo settlers to make socio-economic 

and environmental order out of the upper Red River landscape and the historical record becomes 

more populated. For example, explorer Albert Pike traversed the upper Red River region in 1832 

returning from New Mexico, crossing the Wichita Rivers, and moving across southern Oklahoma 

to Fort Smith in Arkansas, bringing newfound attention to the Red River borderlands.22  

                                                
21 Translation of John Cameron’s Second Empresario Contract, Sept. 19, 1828 in Record of Translation of 
Empersario Contracts, pp. 159-162, Spanish Collection, Archives and Records Division, TGLO; Henderson, "Minor 
Empresario Contracts for the Colonization of Texas, 1825-1834," 16-20; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Reuben 
Ross" http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/RR/fro83.html (accessed October 22, 2008); Handbook of 
Texas Online, s.v. "John Cameron" http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/fca26.html (accessed 
October 22, 2008). 
 
22 David Donoghue, "Explorations of Albert Pike in Texas," Southwestern Historical Quarterly 39 (October 1935), 
135-138 and Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Reconnaissance in the Wichita River Drainage of North-Central Texas 
(Canyon, TX: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West Texas State University, 1972), 
2-37.  
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By late December 1832 reports reached Anglo Texans and Mexicans that Comanches 

openly traded on the Red River with Anglo-Indian traders from other parts of the United States.23 

Initially traders carted goods out onto the plains to trade with the Indians, but soon established 

trading posts in the region. Between 1833 and 1835 Holland Coffee pushed up the Red River and 

established the Holland Coffee Trading Post in present-day Tillman County, Oklahoma, 

transferring large amounts of American manufactured goods into the upper Red River Valley 

economy.24 Holland Coffee and his merchant partner Silas Colville headed forty trappers and 

hundreds of immigrant Indian hunters, primarily Cherokees, Choctaws, Shawnees, and 

Delawares, and set up three posts throughout the Red River. The Delawares proved to be very 

effective hunters, killing large numbers of bear, turkeys, and deer. Coffee traded directly with 

Comanches, Wichitas, and Kiowas sometimes ransoming Anglo settlers from the Indians. In 

November 1837, for example, the Texian congress adopted a joint resolution to pay Coffee $691 

to reimburse the merchant trader for his expenses in the ransom exchanges. For the most part, 

however, Coffee exchanged horses, bison meat, and hides for sugar, coffee, munitions, and guns, 

and became a thorn in the side of Mexican authorities and their attempts to reign in Plains 

Indians.25  

                                                                                                                                                       
 
23 Sam Houston, Amelia W. Williams, and Eugene Campbell Barker, The Writings of Sam Houston, 1813-1863, 
Volume I, (Austin, TX: The University of Texas Press, 1938), 269; Wichita County Vertical File, Center for 
American History (Hereafter cited as CAH), University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas; and William C. Davis, 
Three Roads to the Alamo: The Lives and Fortunes of David Crocket, James Bowie, and William Barrett Travis 
(New York: Harper Collins, 1998), 426-427.  

 
24 Middlebrooks and Middlebrooks, “Holland Coffee of Red River,” 145-162 and Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 90-
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25 Middlebrooks and Middlebrooks, “Holland Coffee of Red River,” 160; Gammel, Laws of Texas, I, 1358; Rex 
Wallace Strickland, “History of Fannin County, Texas, 1836-1843,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 33 (April 
1930): 267-268; and Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 90-93.    
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When U.S. Army officials visited the Southern Plains in the 1830s they found a “no-

man’s-land” near the Arkansas, Cimarron, and Canadian rivers—where a hypothetical 

“Comanche-Osage border” had existed since the 1750s. In 1833 Osages slaughtered a large 

numbers of Kiowas, passing beyond the theoretical border and committing what became known 

as the Cutthroat Massacre. The Kiowas regularly camped in the Wichita Mountains and 

especially favored Rainy Mountain and the Rainy Mountain Creek area. Kiowa place-names 

often were event specific. The Kiowas named Rainy Mountain after an intense storm. Rainy 

Mountain Creek collected runoff from the mountain and emptied into the Washita River, and 

following this route mountain water found the Red River.  The Kiowas claimed buffalo and 

antelope grazed these valleys; lush grasses fed horse herds and afforded excellent pasturage; 

people easily collected wood for shelter and fire; cottonwood provided emergency food reserves 

for ponies, and good quality “sweet water” quenched thirst. In the hills of the mountains the 

Kiowas fought Osage marauders. Many Kiowas perished and others just barely escaped to 

survive the ordeal. The massacre was so swift and ruthless that the Kiowa medicine man even 

lost sacred objects to the Osage raiders. The Osages took some Kiowa captives and returned east 

to their homelands.26   

In 1834 George Catlin, the famed philosopher, artist, and writer rode onto the Southern 

Plains, and recorded his observations about the Plains Indians. Catlin found himself in an 

awkward position as he entered the Red River plains in the middle of the Osage-Kiowa conflict. 

Catlin, simultaneously sickened by a debilitating gastro-intestinal malady, butted against the dual 

threats of violence and disease the plains had to offer. Catlin faced serious obstacles on his 

                                                
26 Mooney, Calendar History of the Kiowa, 168; Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008), 49; and Wilbur S. Nye, Carbine & Lance; The Story of Old Fort Sill (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 1969), 3. 
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passage over the plains of the upper Red River. About thirty American Indian scouts, guides, and 

hunters comprising Cherokees, Senecas, Delawares and Osages rode among the U.S. regiment. 

As Kiowas fumed over their losses from their recent tragedy and clamored for revenge, the first 

Osages to reappear on the upper Red River Plains since the Cutthroat Massacre were Osage 

scouts working in the employ of an American force—a force led by General Henry Leavenworth 

and Colonel Henry Dodge.  The American force consisted of nearly 250 men at full strength, but 

many lay sick, occupying medical camps strung from the plains back to Fort Gibson. By trip’s 

end possibly 180 cavalrymen carried on in operating capacity. Accompanying the American 

contingent rode a cadre of future American military leaders and prominent individuals, including 

most notably Lieutenant Colonel Stephen Watts Kearney, First Lieutenant Jefferson Davis, and 

Captain David Hunter, the painter George Catlin, St. Louis merchant and trader Joseph 

Chadwick, and the German botanist Count Beyrick.27  

The Americans sought to make sense out of the plains of the upper Red River valley and 

its inhabitants, but Wichita, Kiowa, and Comanche culture and kinship practices seemed strange 

and incomprehensible. The Plains Indians used raids and adoption of captives to extend kinship 

networks. Captives played integral roles in the Plains Indian economy. Male Comanche and 

Kiowa warriors captured Mexican and Texan boys that served to watch over livestock, while 

women captives cleaned and prepared hides for markets. Wichita women exerted more control 

                                                
27 Brad Agnew, "The Dodge-Leavenworth Expedition of 1834," The Chronicles of Oklahoma 53 (Fall 1975), 376-
378; Brad Agnew, “Brigadier General Henry Leavenworth and Colonel Henry Dodge, 1834-1835,” in Frontier 
Adventurers: American Exploration in Oklahoma, ed. Joseph A. Stout, Jr. (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma: Oklahoma 
Historical Society, 1976),  91-100; Louis Pelzer, Henry Dodge (Iowa City: The State Historical Society of Iowa, 
1911), 81; James Hildreth, The Dragoon Campaigns to the Rocky Mountains (New York: Wiley and Long, 1836), 
37; and Thompson B. Wheelock, “Peace on the Plains,” ed. George H. Shirk, The Chronicles of Oklahoma 28:1 
(Spring 1950), 10. Colonel Henry Dodge was a veteran of the Black Hawk War of 1832. Lieutenant Colonel 
Stephen Watts Kearney was the future leader of the Army of the West in the Mexican-American War. First 
Lieutenant Jefferson Davis was future U.S. Secretary of War and future President of the Confederacy. Captain 
David Hunter rose to the rank of major general in the American Civil War and chaired the commission to try the 
conspirators of President Abraham Lincoln assassination. 
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over captives in their society, the females determining the fate of captives. On the surface, the 

American expedition had been organized in order to recover an American boy stolen in a 

“Pawnee Pict” raid (quite possibly a band of Wichitas) on the camp of Judge Gabriel N. Martin, 

the story highlighting the hypocritical nature of slavery and the difficulty in understanding local 

practices. “A very respectable and independent man, living on the lower part of the Red 

River….” Judge Martin, who according to Catlin was “in the habit of taking his children and a 

couple of black men-servants with him, and a tent to live in, every summer, into these wild 

regions; where he pitched it upon the prairie, and spent several months in killing buffaloes and 

other wild game, for his own private amusement.” Judge Martin and his son disappeared on such 

a trip. Indians had ambushed the camp and “destroyed” the old man. A detachment of troops 

found his body and the body of one of his enslaved Africans both “horribly mangled.” The army 

supposed the Indians captured Martin’s nine-year-old son Matthew Martin and took him back to 

their village. The federal government sent the detachment of dragoons led by General 

Leavenworth and Colonel Dodge to recover the Matthew Martin boy as well as to inquire about a 

missing soldier private George B. Abbay.28  

The officers had broader military and political objectives than simply rescuing missing 

Americans. The Secretary of War accomplished many goals on the Dodge-Leavenworth 

expedition, including making contact with Comanches, Kiowas, and Wichitas and making a 

thorough reconnaissance of the area. The army commissioned George Catlin to sketch, paint, and 

record Plains Indians and environs; permitted the St. Louis merchant Joseph Chadwick to 

establish formal trading relationship with the Plains Indians; and employed botanist Count 

                                                
28 George Catlin, North American Indians; Being Letters and Notes on Their Manners, Customs, and Conditions, 
Written During Eight Years' Travel Amongst the Wildest Tribes of Indians in North America, 1832-1839 
(Philadelphia: Leary, Stuart and Co, 1913),Vol. II, 47 and 468-492 and Agnew, "The Dodge-Leavenworth 
Expedition of 1834," 382. 
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Beyrick to collect specimens and detail the vegetation of the region. The state wanted a more 

accurate picture of the Red River plains environment and its peoples, and by employing a 

botanist, painter, and merchant the U.S. government could better make sense of the region.  

Diplomatically, American politicos Montfort Stokes (governor of North Carolina) and 

Henry Ellsworth spearheaded the nation-state’s efforts to resettle eastern American Indians and 

to force western American Indians onto reservations. Ellsworth headed the commission to 

supervise the Removal Treaties in the West and based his efforts out of Fort Gibson in Arkansas. 

Montfort Stokes sat as the chairman of the Stokes Commission, a group that the U.S. Congress 

had authorized “to pacify the southwestern frontier.” The commissioners of the Stokes 

Commission also convened at Fort Gibson—the military headquarters of the southern half of 

Indian Territory. Between 1829 and 1837, the United States negotiated ninety-four Indian 

treaties and Ellsworth faced serious problems enforcing those treaties, many of which called for 

resettlement of immigrant Indians on western Indian lands. The foremost problem, according to 

Ellsworth, seemed to be the “wild” Indians of the plains. The eastern American Indians could not 

be settled peaceably on the lands of the “wild” Indians of the West.29  

But before commissioners could open negotiations with the so-called “wild” Red River 

Indians, the military had to establish contact. The Leavenworth-Dodge Expedition was an 

attempt to accomplish this goal. Previous expeditions had failed to contact Indians on the 

Southern Plains. On one such previous case, mounted rangers organized to conduct 

reconnaissance of the Southern Plains made it as far as modern-day Oklahoma City well north of 

                                                
29 Agnew, "The Dodge-Leavenworth Expedition of 1834," 376-377 and 382; Catlin, North American Indians, vol. 
II, 468-492; Grant Foreman, Pioneer Days in the Early Southwest (Cleveland: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 
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the Red River plains, never once making contact with Southern Plains Indians. American author 

Washington Irving accompanied this detachment of rangers describing his adventures in A Tour 

on the Prairie.30 

In 1833 Colonel Matthew Arbuckle, commander at Fort Gibson, directed two companies 

of the Seventh Infantry and three companies of rangers into the Red River valleys to invite the 

Indians to meet with the Stokes Commission. A band of Indians, possibly Wichitas, descended 

upon a group of these rangers on June 2, 1833, and abducted Private George B. Abbay. Military 

units pursued the Indians to the Wichita Mountains. Fatigue, illness, and lack of food caused the 

infantrymen and rangers to abandon the chase and return to Fort Gibson. The failures of 1832 

and 1833 proved to the War Department and members of the Stokes Commission that only a 

“powerful military force” could influence the Plains Indians to make treaties with the state. 

Slow-moving infantry units and detachments of the United States Mounted Ranger Battalion 

gave way to a new elite plains fighting force, the Dragoon Regiment. The U.S government 

ordered the dragoons to make contact with the Southern Plains Indians.31 Although troubled by 

sickness the dragoons in 1834 mounted a well-coordinated effort to bring the Plains Indians into 

Fort Gibson.  

Disease and death plagued the expedition. The dragoons stationed at Fort Gibson, 

Arkansas, reported a variety of maladies before the expedition even began. Fort Gibson, 

                                                
30 Washington Irving, Three Western Narratives (New York: The Library of America, 2004), 13-16 and Steven 
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bordering the homelands of the Osages to the north and west, had “earned a reputation as one of 

the most unhealthy posts in the American Army.”32 At Fort Gibson, under the dank conditions of 

a wet spring, members of the Stokes Commission conferred with General Leavenworth and 

recommended the dragoons establish good relations with the Plains Indians by returning stolen 

kin from the Osage raiders. Leavenworth and the commission, with only a basic understanding of 

plains kinship relationships, agreed and secured from the Osages with some great difficulty one 

Kiowa and possibly two Wichita girls. Tall with shaven heads the Osages lived in wigwams built 

of barks and reeds, and required exorbitant ransoms for their Red River Indians. With the 

Wichita and Kiowa girls in tow, the dragoons, infantrymen, Indian scouts, and George Catlin left 

Fort Gibson for the country of the Comanches, Wichitas, and Kiowas.33  

George Catlin’s writings and paintings offer more than military notes. His letters give 

insightful environmental information. Catlin fancied the American Indians, buffalo, antelope, 

horses, and dogs, but grew weary of the disease and heat that plagued the summer plains. From 

Catlin’s paintings and tales of the buffalo hunts the Red River plains ecosystem comes alive. 

Shaggy buffalo with pelages hanging over their eyes peacefully grazing across the plains, but 

clumsily stumbling and stampeding when chased by ambitious hunters over prairies.34 Buffalo 

simply jumped off the page emerging from Catlin’s pen and brush, and working wonders on the 

American public imagination.  
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The artist described and captured the plains horses in great detail, writing with fascination 

about the lassoing and hobbling of the wild mustang. “The valley, for a mile distant” Catlin 

wrote after peacefully reaching the Comanche rancheria, “seemed speckled with … at least three 

thousand mules and horses grazing.”  The Comanches made commodities of the horses and 

regularly traded horses for manufactured goods. One Comanche wished to trade a horse with 

Catlin for his umbrella, but Catlin refused on account of his sickness and badly needing the 

umbrella for shade. Eventually one of the American soldiers traded a different, less decorative 

umbrella for one of the Comanche trader’s mules. Horses and mules abounded on the rancheria 

where Comanches crafted their natural surroundings to fit their commercial economy.35  

The dragoons camped beside the village of the Comanches, and reported six to eight 

hundred skin-covered lodges, made of poles and buffalo skins. Thousands of humans, horses, 

and dogs inhabited the “domestic occupations.” Habitations made of buffalo skins, which as 

Catlin observed afforded “greater facilities of moving about, as circumstance often require.”36 

George Catlin, furthermore, witnessed a Comanche caravan, catching firsthand the human 

confusion that came from dragging of the Indian residence by travois from destination to 

destination: 

Each horse drags his load, and each dog, i.e. each dog that will do it (and there are 
many that will not), also dragging his wallet on a couple of poles; and each squaw 
with her load, and all together (notwithstanding their burthens) cherishing their 
pugnacious feelings, which often bring them into general conflict, commencing 
usually amongst the dogs, and sure to result in fisticuffs of the women; whilst the 
men, riding leisurely on the right or the left…[find] infinite pleasure in 
overlooking these desperate conflicts, at which they are sure to have a laugh, and 
in which, as sure never to lend a hand.37 

                                                
35 Catlin, North American Indians, II, 484-492. 
 
36 Ibid., 493. 
 
37 Ibid., 494-495. 
 



 105 

 
Dogs and horses still constituted important parts of Comanche transportation, but the horse had 

gained much favor over the canine in the last two hundred years as the horse became even more 

integrated into Comanche life. The dog still played an important role as protector, hunting 

companion, and village guard and alert. 

Catlin found horses to be an integral part of Comanche culture, painting the riders as 

idyllic centaurs on the plains. The curious painter wondered at the amazing skill of Comanche 

horsemanship, saying it appeared at first to be like “magic”—the moment the Comanche 

horseman “lays his hand upon his horse, his face even, becomes handsome, and he gracefully 

flies away like a different being.”38 Horse racing provided “constant and almost incessant 

exercise” for the Comanches and acted as their “principle mode of gambling.” After eight years 

among the North American Indians Catlin claimed, “perhaps, a more finished set of jockeys are 

not be found.”39 The flamboyant His-oo-san-ches (perhaps a derivation of Jesus Sánchez), a 

Spanish mixed-blood and brave Comanche warrior, especially impressed the entire delegation.40 

Catlin complained incessantly about the water in the upper stretches of the Red River 

basin. Many soldiers groused about the muddy, slimy water unfit for men and horses.41 Catlin’s 

health declined over the journey, as did that of many in the party. Catlin complained of agues 

and fever, and dammed the water. The German botanist and many soldiers succumbed to death. 

As the expedition reached the Red River, Catlin’s condition worsened and he became one of the 

                                                
38 Ibid., 496-497. 
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many patients occupying a medical tent. General Leavenworth and Catlin both retired to tents 

while several of the men found themselves confined to litters.42  

Colonel Henry Dodge took over command for the bed ridden General Leavenworth and 

led the remaining members of the expedition from the Comanche rancheria to the Wichita 

village. After locating the Wichitas with the aid of Comanche guides, Dodge found the Wichitas 

in a village “containing some five or six hundred wigwams, all made of long prairie grass, 

thatched over poles, which are fastened in the ground and bent at the top; giving to them, in 

distance, the appearance of straw bee-hives.” On the trip from the Comanche to the Wichita 

village Dodge and his men lacked the necessary provisions for the journey, primarily because 

Dodge had restricted hunting in favor of making time to the village. Provisions grew low as the 

dragoons reached the Wichita village. The extensive agriculture at the Wichita village greatly 

surprised Dodge and his hungry men. The Wichitas cultivated extensive fields of corn (maize), 

pumpkins, melons, beans, and squashes. And with an abundant supply of buffalo meat, the 

Wichitas maintained a very fine existence on the plains.43 

The Americans vexed the “Pawnee Picts,” or Wichitas, by asking for the enslaved Martin 

boy. The Indians denied any knowledge of the boy until “at length a negro-man was discovered, 

who was living with the Pawnees, who spoke good English; and coming into the council-house, 

gave information that such a boy had recently been brought into their village, and was now a 

prisoner amongst them.” The drama unfolded as “Colonel Dodge further informed the chiefs, 

that as evidence of his friendly intentions towards them, he had, on starting, purchased at a very 

great price, from their enemies the Osages, two Pawnee (and one Kiowa) girls; which had been 
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held by them for some years as prisoners, and which he had delivered to their friends and 

relations; but whom he certainly would never show, until the little boy was produced.” Dodge 

also made a demand for the U.S. ranger private Abbay, but the Indians declared he had been 

taken by a party of Comanches south of the Red River into Mexico where he had been put to 

death.44  

The Wichitas brought a boy in from a cornfield and when he came into the council house 

he spoke English and was surprised to see white men. The boy promptly shouted, “my name is 

Matthew Wright Martin,” when asked by Colonel Dodge his name. The American brought the 

Kiowa and Wichita girls into the council house. The Wichitas recognized the girls. The chief 

embraced the colonel “without saying a word, whilst tears were flowing from his eyes.” The 

exchange of stolen kin solidified the Anglo-Indian relationships. The Martin boy returned to his 

mother on the lower Red River while the girls returned to life among their people.45 With the 

exchange of children as a sign of good will, parties of Wichitas, Kiowas, and Comanches 

volunteered to go into Fort Gibson for gifts and peace treaties. And although the American 

bluecoats succeeded at luring some Comanche and Wichita bands into Fort Gibson, the 

indigenous Amerindians of the interior still retained an important amount of autonomy. Catlin 

underscored this autonomy and independence calling the Indians of the upper Red River: 

“numerous and powerful…[and] occupying… the whole country of the head waters of the Red 

River.”46  

                                                
44 Ibid., 504-505. 
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As trade between Plains Indians and Anglo Americans increased, the federal government 

slowly established more and more treaties with the Indians. In 1835 at Camp Holmes, certain 

Wichitas and Comanches and U.S. commissioners, concluded a treaty with the United States.47  

The Kiowa Indians displeased with the 1835 negotiations returned to Fort Gibson in 1837 to 

negotiate terms with the Americans. The treaties called for friendship and peace between warring 

tribes (i.e. between the Osage and Kiowa Indians) and the United States and allowed for the 

citizens of the United States to travel to and from Mexico and Texas through Indian-hunting-

lands without molestation.48  

Regardless of treaty terms several Indian and Anglo groups took full advantage of the 

flood of immigrants, incoming eastern American Indians, and so-called pioneers crossing the 

Red River plains, snatching their horses and goods and trading them at the Anglo-Indian trading 

posts. Essentially Comanches and Kiowas stole horses from one group of Anglos or American 

Indians then traded the horses back to another group.  Because Anglo markets existed for cheap 

horses, the Anglo American traders perpetuated the Comanche raids on homesteading Anglo 

Texans from 1821 to 1846. Regardless of the now known economic association, Anglos cited 

failed attempts to control Kiowa and Comanche raiding under Mexican and Texan authority as 

reasons why Anglo colonists ultimately revolted against Mexico, declared independence, and 

joined the United States.49  

                                                
47 Elam, The Habitat of the Wichita Indians, 1541-1859, 8; The primary document cited by Elam is the Journal of 
the Proceedings of M. Stokes, M. Arbuckle, and F.W. Armstrong, May 4-September 26, 1853, in United States, 
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Archives, Washington, D.C. 
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49 Morris W. Foster, Being Comanche: A Social History of an American Indian Community (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1991), 31-99. 
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Kiowas and Comanches thrived, but so did Anglo traders who almost seemed to relish in 

the border chaos that existed at the time. Indirectly, traders from Missouri perpetuated the so-

called Indian depredations in Texas and Mexico. The system was not limited by the thieves but 

also included the illicit traders and buyers, and among them were men and women of every 

descent and ethnic make-up. Auguste Chouteau, for example, a descendant of French traders 

from St. Louis, organized a significant part of the illicit Indian trade from the upper Red River 

country, trade that often included stolen goods from Texas and Mexico.50  

Merchants from across the United States tried commerce on the upper Red River plains. 

One aspiring American from Massachusetts named Abel Warren erected a trading post in 1839 at 

the mouth of Cache Creek. A combination residence, warehouse, and fort, Warren traded furs, 

horses, and other goods with the Indians from the upper Red River basin. Warren located his fort 

on Cache Creek where building timber could be found. The location of the fort near the 

convergence of many Red River branches made the fort ideal for trade with Indians. Beaver 

Creek, the Big Wichita, and Little Wichita Rivers emptied into the Red from the Texas side and 

conveniently located nearby were the mouths of West Cache Creek, the Washita River, Big Elk 

Creek, and Otter Creek, draining Indian Territory into the Red River. Warren’s Trading Post 

rested at the natural confluence of many natural human highways and Indian trade by ways. 

Furthermore, the Cache Creek trading site sat near the shadow of the Wichita Mountains. 

Environmental conditions certainly played an important role in locating the trading fort. 

Delaware and Choctaw scouts who helped locate the fort pointed out the exquisite surrounding 

environs, plentiful hunting grounds, and easily accessible timber, especially for a plains region. 

Cache Creek, which originates in limestone hills, flows across the plains, appearing as a 
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timbered slithering snake of freshwater across a bountiful prairie. Historian W.H. Cliff’s 

elaborate study of the Warren Trading Post claimed, “building timbers and wood for fuel were 

important requirements with Warren.” The Cache Creek valley near the confluence of so many 

branches, plus the luxury of wood resources, provided an excellent location for trade. 51 

Able Warren prospered, claiming he made “unequal transactions” with the Indians, and 

from such exchanges made large profits. Warren traded hundreds of pelts for cheap red strips of 

cloth. Despite Warren’s boasts, the Indians acquired many other important manufactured goods 

from the fort and its traders. Bands of Kiowas, Wichitas, and Comanches had traveled this region 

for many years, and found the fort a worthy place of trade, exchanging furs, pelts, horses, and 

occasionally enslaved Mexican boys for all-types of manufactured items. Warren, a future 

slaveholder himself, often bargained for the enslaved Mexican boys, and when he could secure a 

“forlorn” boy he would send him to Fort Smith, Arkansas, to be adopted by Anglo settlers.52 

Confrontation loomed during this chaotic period, and Able Warren, with his Cache Creek trading 

post, profited for a while, at least until his partner made off with all the trade goods and money 

from the post. The post vanished just as quickly as it had appeared.53 

Under the tenure of the Republic of Texas from 1836 to 1846, the Fannin Land District 

awaited on the southern bank of the Red River valley and firmly on maps in the state offices of 

Texas, covering millions of acres of land south of and adjacent to the Red River from present-

day Fannin to Hall Counties. The district made the vast region public state lands totaling 

242,595,560 acres. The district ignored Indian land tenure in the upper Red River—land 
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obviously inhabited by Kiowas, Wichitas, and Comanches. The Texan nation offered immigrants 

lands in order to encourage settlement and build a tax base. The Republic of Texas issued 

different classes of headrights for immigrants and bounty grants for veterans of the Texas 

military. The state of Texas strapped for cash, but rich in land, made land bounty grants in 

payment for military service. Many Texans, including Mirabeau Lamar, the heirs of Fannin’s 

men, and veteran’s of various battles of the Texas Revolution, acquired military land grants in 

northwest Texas.54 The state also issued land scrip to private individuals and companies. The 

state sold off the public domain to generate revenue. The state issued internal improvement scrip, 

for example, in lieu of payment in cash to contractors and investors.  Turning public lands into 

private lands to generate revenue for the state prepared the way for north Texas settlement and 

insured an orderly process of surveys and legible land tenure in the U.S. capitalistic mold.55  

Privatization, surveys, and expeditions continued to make sense of the north Texas plains. 

In the summer of 1841, the Texan-Santa Fe Expedition, an Anglo-Texan expedition, made its 

way through the valleys of the Red River and the Fannin Land District. The Republic of Texas 

funded the expedition because Texas President Mirabeau Lamar, following in the footsteps of 

American President Thomas Jefferson, believed that a route to Santa Fe was imperative for trade 

and commerce, especially for the fledgling Republic of Texas economy. He sent a contingent of 

321 men, mainly merchants and volunteers, in hopes of establishing and opening trade with 

Santa Fe. The “Santa Fe Pioneers,” as they called themselves, left Austin, Texas, with twenty-

one ox-drawn wagons carrying $200,000 worth of trade goods. The caravan traversed the north 
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central Texas plains, making camp and recording historical accounts of the upper Red River 

valley ecosystem prior to massive Anglo-American settlement.56 

The “Santa Fe Pioneers” traveled northwestwardly from Austin up through the present-

day Texas counties of Wise, Montague, Clay, and Wichita and near modern the day towns of 

Bowie, Henrietta, Dean, Wichita Falls, and Iowa Park.57 Englishman Thomas Falconer 

accompanied the Texas-Santa Fe Expedition. British officials fretted about the Texas borderlands 

“eager to prevent the annexation of the region by the United States.” According to the British, 

the Republic of Texas acted as a “natural bulwark against American imperialism in the 

Southwest." Falconer and others carefully recorded natural and cultural findings in the region for 

more than just scientific or journalistic reasons; political and economic interests certainly 

weighed on the minds of the world’s imperial powers.58  

The Texan accounts of land and water resources echoed earlier French, Spanish, and 

Anglo accounts. The Gallagher-Hoyle journal, for example, told of “a fine rolling prairie covered 

with Mesquite,” buttressing the earlier historical documentation of the presence of mesquite 

trees.59 The Texas Santa Fe explorers made much about the mesquite, celebrating the tree’s 

                                                
56 George Wilkins Kendall, Narrative of the Texan Santa Fe Expedition: Comprising a Description of a Tour 
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abundant uses. Indeed the Texas-Santa Fe pioneers even found sustenance in the ripe mesquite 

beans, eating and using them as a substitute for coffee.60  

After entering the upper Red River valley the expedition located a recently emptied 

Wichita-Waco village system at the wide valley of the Big Wichita River. The Texans found the 

main village near the confluence of Holiday Creek and Big Wichita River. At the time the 

expedition guides mistook the Big Wichita River at Holiday Creek as the Red River. Villages of 

400-500 persons lined the river. The villagers, as noted by earlier Euroamerican accounts, 

planted fields of pumpkins, corn, and squash. The Texans recorded finding a strip of land several 

miles long and two-miles wide cultivated with crops of corn, squash, pumpkins, and melons.61 

The hungry and curious men in the expedition pillaged the Indians huts, uncovering wild game, 

including deer, bear, bison, prairie dogs, rattlesnakes, wolves, and mustang that provided both 

meat and hides.62 In this 1843 Waco village people lived around a central building surrounded by 

forty smaller buildings. In the nineteenth century the Wichitas hunted bison and later utilized 

cattle in large numbers as well. The livestock roamed pastures near the village complexes. The 

envelopment of semi-domesticated livestock with agriculture and game hunting maximized the 

Wichitas’ ability to subsist.63 The Wichitas continuously adopted survival strategies in the 

chaotic plains environment and the addition of livestock not only benefited their diet, but also 

provided important fertilizer for their gardens.    
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The Wichita-Waco located the main part of the village near the Holiday Creek 

confluence because the creek provided the only reliable, regular, and constant freshwater flow in 

a region dominated by salty and mostly unpalatable waters.64 After rummaging through the 

village, one of the “Santa Fe Pioneers,” Captain John Holliday, carved his name into the bark of 

a tree near the creek.65 Four decades later, early Wichita Falls citizens discovered the freshwater 

at the creek and the carved pecan tree with Holliday’s name, formally naming the creek, 

Holliday Creek.66  The Texan-Santa Fe pioneers, Captain Holliday and hundreds more men, 

stocked up on provisions stolen from the Waco village and moved up the Big Wichita River. 

With rations of venison, melons, vegetables, soft shell turtle, and catfish, the Texans struck out 

across the western plains misinformed about the region’s geography, still believing they were on 

the Red River.67 Juan Carlos, the expedition’s guide, mistook the red muddy water of the Big 

Wichita River for the waters of the Red River, and the expedition lost its way as it reached the 

Llano Estacado, where the Big Wichita’s upper tributaries break apart into steep arroyos.68 After 

a grueling hike onto the High Plains, Mexican authorities that still did not recognize Texas 

independence captured the beleaguered merchants, forcing the arrested Texans to march to 

Mexico City. The Texans found the upper Red River valley rife with opportunity, but discovered 

the region’s potential remained elusive, and the land hard and unforgiving. 
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After the annexation of Texas in 1846 and the Mexican-American War in 1848, 

American bluecoats started to explore the upper Red River in more systematic way. The 

California gold rush led to a flood of immigrants across the Southern Plains and American 

Southwest. Captain Randolph Barnes Marcy (1812-1887), based on expansive first-hand 

knowledge, wrote extensively about the upper Red River environment and his mission to trail-

blaze and protect American migrants.69 Marcy published diaries, books, and government reports 

that highlighted the regional ecology, educating the United States and its people on the 

topography of the American West.70 After the U.S.-Mexican War the U.S. Army realized that 

geographical and topographical knowledge were paramount to military and political objectives. 

As the United States expanded to the Pacific Coast during the 1800s, the government required 

geographical and topographical information for strategic, tactical, administrative, and political 

purposes.71 In this vein Captain Marcy’s superiors ordered the West Point graduate and veteran 

of the Mexican War out to the Southern Plains in 1849 to ascertain and establish the best route 
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from Fort Smith, Arkansas, to New Mexico and onto California.72 In 1849 Marcy blazed this 

trail, and also located a line of forts that would eventually protect the route he helped to establish 

across the Texas frontier (The Marcy Route). Captain Marcy rightly predicted in 1849 that the 

land would soon fill with cattlemen, and that the route would be the future line for a railroad to 

the Pacific, all of which came true during his lifetime.73 

From Marcy’s accounts a base ecology of the upper Red River before Anglo settlement 

can be re-created. Furthermore, Marcy’s efforts reveal the nation-state’s attempts to make the 

upper Red River more readable to the state. The United States funded and sponsored highly 

calculated and well-documented expeditions and military actions in the Red River Valley before 

the Civil War. Marcy and his bluecoats accomplished several complex objectives, establishing 

networks of political, scientific, military, and economic ties to the people and plains 

environment. The objectives had socio-environmental repercussions in the valleys of the upper 

Red River. Marcy examined the land for potential mining resources, determined potential land 

development, surveyed roads, located new trails, studied, conquered, and pacified American 

Indians, noted suitable camping sites for travelers, designated military camps and forts, collected 

plants, soil, and animals for scientific study, and mapped topography. The federal government 

laid the routes while the prospectors, land-hungry pioneers, merchants, trappers, hunters, and 

soldiers used that knowledge of the new order to travel to their respective destinations and with 

greater ease and safety.74  
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Captain Marcy preceded settlement west of the Cross Timbers in a military effort 

to survey lands and re-settle Indians. In an expanding national economy driven by 

mercantile capitalism and Manifest Destiny, Marcy spearheaded the so-called “progress,” 

making surveys and readings of the “wilderness” and its features. Historians perceived 

him as a hero in the effort to conquer the West. For Louise Kelly, a Wichita County 

historian, Marcy “gained knowledge to enable the buffalo hunters to operate, for the army 

to defeat the Comanches, and he helped open the way to further settlement.”75 Certainly 

Marcy and his bluecoats made the Red River valley more legible for future settlers, 

surveying the landscape, designing routs, mapping its geography, and interacting with the 

Indians. According to military standards, western historian A.B. Bender rightly pointed 

out in his article on “The Texas Frontier, 1848-1861,” northwest Texas “was no longer a 

terra incognita” for the U.S. military.76 From an environmental perspective it is hard to 

say Marcy was a hero, but he certainly stands as an important figure in the history of 

ecological change in the upper Red River valley. 

On one of Marcy’s 1849 maps, the cartographer indicated the immigrant route 

from Fort Smith, Arkansas, to Santa Fe, New Mexico, and located bison bone yards and 

northern tributaries of the upper Red River.77 Marcy discovered a land destitute of timber 
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where thunderstorms rampaged over the plains. The captain penned a “whole artillery of 

heaven” opened and rang out across the “vast expanse of prairie, the effect . . . most 

awfully sublime” while the wind blew “with terrific volume.”78 Such conditions made it 

understandable to Marcy why prairie dogs sought cover underground. And when 

describing prairie dogs, Marcy insisted the rodents appeared more like squirrels than dogs 

and keenly observed rattlesnakes and owls hunting the burrowed towns. Despite such 

interesting ecological observations, Marcy claimed the Southern Plains “the great Zahara 

of North America.”79  

As for the people of the plains, Marcy’s encounter with the Comanches offers an 

interesting depiction of society at the time, both Amerindian and Euroamerican. Marcy and his 

Delaware scouts communicated with the Comanches in pantomime. The Comanches armed with 

bow, quiver, and shield gave Marcy an opportunity to witness the force with which they 

launched arrows. The Comanche warrior “strained his bow to the full extent, and let fly an 

arrow, which buried itself in the vitals of the ox, passing through and breaking two ribs in its 

course.” The Comanches killed the buffalo in this manner, and this band, properly called the 

“Buffalo eaters,” depended on the animal for subsistence. The Americans quickly noticed the 

Comanches had several enslaved Mexicans among them. The enslaved Mexican boys herded 

Comanche animals, the Mexican women skinned and marketed the buffalo hides, and captive 

wives and children allowed Comanches to extend formal kinship networks.  

Despite Marcy’s supposed qualms with the enslaved Mexicans, Marcy convinced this 

band of Comanches not to molest American gold seekers on their journey through Comanche 
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country, also called Comanchería. Marcy communicated to the headmen of the Buffalo Eaters 

that their “Great Father, the President, having such a multitude of white children in the country 

toward the east,” that there was not room sufficient for all of them. Instead the president had 

purchased another country far toward “the setting sun, and that he was now sending, and would 

continue to send, many of his children through their country to occupy the new purchase.” Marcy 

reminded the Comanches, “General Arbuckle (their father at Fort Smith) remembered well the 

treaty he had made with Ta-ba-guee-na and other chiefs of the Comanches at Fort Holmes, in 

1834, wherein they stipulated that our people should be allowed a free and uninterrupted passage 

through their country.” Two items displeased the Comanches with the Americans, the Americans 

insistence on freeing the enslaved Mexicans and the request to end depredations in Chihuahua, 

Mexico. The Comanche felt insulted by the American attempts to challenge Comanche cultural 

patterns and autonomy.80  

Very few Anglo-American settlements existed on the red prairies at this time. Only 

Buffalo Springs, a tiny settlement in present-day Clay County served as a station on the Marcy 

Route to California. Shortly thereafter the town of Jacksboro came into existence, located just 

south of the Red River basin. The small stations of Tax Springs and Flag Springs in Archer 

County and a small settlement in Montague County called Head of Elm (now Saint Jo) 

performed as the “white man’s only outposts” in the region before 1851.81 That same year Marcy 

located Fort Belknap south of the Wichita Rivers, the first post in his line of forts across the 

Texas frontier.82 Fort Belknap became the center for Anglo-American life in the area and a 
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launching pad for military expeditions to land claims guarded by so-called “resentful and 

marauding” Indians.83  

For a year Captain Marcy and General W.G. Belknap carefully scouted the 

Wichita and Brazos River valleys of Texas and charted the rivers to their sources. On an 

expedition in 1852 Captain Marcy saw the Big Wichita River for the first time, observing 

a region, “covered with a luxuriant sward of nutritious mesquite grass . . . [and that] 

affords the very best pasturage for animals.”84 But Marcy found “the water in the 

mainstream . . . brackish and unpalatable.” On this first trip to the river Marcy uncovered 

the saline nature of the Big Wichita River valley, a natural variable that impeded rapid 

settlement in the region, especially before the rail or oil impetus.85 

From July 15, 1854, to August 21, 1854, Marcy and his bluecoats explored and 

surveyed northwest and north-central Texas in detail in search of reservation lands for 

Texas Indians.86 Marcy met and made friends with as many bands of Amerindians as 

possible, and tried to convince them to move onto and farm reservations located in 

“untamed” and “unexplored” north-central Texas. He located and surveyed eighteen 

square leagues for the Indian reservations, which the Texas legislature donated to the 

federal government. Marcy put U.S. policy into action and enforced a military effort to 

make order out of the perceived plains chaos.  
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On his exploration to locate Indian reservations Marcy observed in his journal of 

the Big Wichita River Basin environment, “a barren and parsimonious soil . . . of scarcity 

of wood or good water” rendering “it probable that this section was not designed by the 

creator for occupation.” Marcy questioned if the next century will see it populated at 

all.87 The lack of woodland, “and the very great scarcity of good water,” rendered the Big 

Wichita River “unsuited to … agriculture.”88 Marcy rejected the Big Wichita river valley 

for an Indian reservation based on the scarcity of resources, deeming it only sufficient for 

hunting. Marcy and Indian agent Robert Neighbors later decided on the better watered 

lands of the upper Brazos River for the Texas Indians reservation.89  

Yet Captain Marcy’s associate, William B. Parker, a writer by trade, detailed a more 

positive and florid depiction of the Big Wichita in his account. “A fine view of the valley of the 

Wichita” Parker wrote “[t]owering in the background . . . long battlemented bluffs lining the 

opposite shore below, the green belt of timber marking its course, and in front the wide prairie 

with its yellow coating of buffalo grass, studded with pale green mesquite, a beautiful 

combination for a landscape painting.”90 Parker wrote of the Wichita River valley in a more 

scientific and poetic way that offered scholars a romanticized depiction of the ecology. Traveling 

through the valleys of the Little Wichita, Big Wichita, and Brazos rivers in July heat with 

daytime temperatures soaring to 100 degrees Fahrenheit in the shade, Parker recounts stories 

about huge “jackass” rabbits (jack rabbits), prairie dog colonies crawling with fat eight foot long 
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89 R.B Marcy, Exploration of the Big Wichita, Etc. (Wichita Falls, TX: Terry Brothers, 1962), 3-5 and 7. 

 
90 Parker, Notes Taken During the Expedition Commanded by Capt. R. B. Marcy, 125-126.  
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rattlesnakes, large bison populations, antelope hunts, white wolf and coyote operas that gave 

camps sleepless nights, enormous catfish swimming in muddy river bottoms, oxen and eastern 

bred horses that died from heat exhaustion, mesquite bean brewed coffee, and wild-eyed stories 

of naked Plains Indians bedecked in tattoos and wearing seashell earrings from the Pacific 

Ocean.91 

Parker painted an especially interesting picture of the ecological past, telling of mesquite 

trees, growing “singly, and at such regular intervals as to resemble a plantation, and so much like 

a peach orchard that one cannot divest himself of the idea, in entering a grove, that he is 

approaching a house, and involuntarily listens for the watchdog’s bark, or some other sign of 

human habitation.”92 Marcy and Parker found mesquite trees growing in scattered groves across 

the tall grass prairies, but without an overgrowth problem. In fact, Parker saw the mesquite as a 

blessing for frontier settlement, stating “The mesquite is almost the only tree to be found over a 

vast region in the South West, and from its many useful qualities, among which, not the least is 

its durability for building purposes—will be invaluable to the future settlers.”93 Although Marcy 

found mesquite sufficient for fuel, a great scarcity of timber existed that was suitable for building 

purposes. Marcy suggested quarries of stone as a substitute for regional building materials.94 

Captain Marcy later wrote of exiting the Wichita valleys when standing high on a bluff 

between the Wichita and Brazos, and therefore the drainage divide between the Brazos and Red 
                                                
91 Ibid., 101-106.  
  
92 Ibid. 
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River basins, “The different confluents of the Wichita . . . united in forming a landscape pleasing 

to the eye. But this is the only feature of the country which has left an agreeable impression upon 

my memory and I bade adieu to its desolate and inhospitable borders without the least feeling of 

regret, for it is in almost every respect the most uninteresting and forbidding land I ever 

visited.”95 Marcy decided the Brazos River valley made for a more hospitable place for Indian 

reservations. And despite his doubts about the region, the Marcy explorations of the Red and 

Wichita Rivers laid the groundwork for Anglo-American settlement in the region. 

In 1856 President Franklin Pierce and Secretary of War Jefferson Davis formally 

submitted Captain R.B. Marcy’s report on “locating lands for the Indians of Texas” during the 

year of 1854. In the report, and now senate document, Marcy’s explorations of the Big Wichita 

and upper Brazos River valleys reveal interesting socio-environmental information, indicating 

the conflict in the valleys. Major Robert S. Neighbors, special Texas Indian agent cooperated 

with Captain Marcy in locating the reservations. All the officers and authorities gathered at Fort 

Belknap and after an assessment of the situation realized the Indians had been “driven” from 

their homes time and again by the “white men.” The Indians preferred a location for their 

reservation where “they would be free from interruption by white men who choose to make 

claims to their land.” 

Anglo ranching operations opened business on the northwestern Texas Plains in the 

1850s. Men like Charles Goodnight and the Ikard brothers reaped wealth from the plains and the 

cattle that fed upon its grasses. And men like John R. Baylor sought to consolidate those 

economic gains on the Red River plains by offering a military solution to the so-called Texas 

Indian problems. When an armed contingent of Anglo Texan settlers, including Goodnight and 
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Baylor, marched to the Texas Penataka Comanche reservation on the upper Brazos River, and 

planned to attack the reservation, they found it protected by federal troops. The angry mob of 

settlers, some grief stricken with feelings of revenge for raids and alleged atrocities committed 

by Indians, sought to take out their anger on the Texas Comanche at their reservation on the 

Upper Brazos River, but seeing the reservation guarded by federal troops withdrew. Texans 

demanded removal of the Indians in order to counter raiding, arguing the Comanches, if not 

committing the raids, acted as accomplices. The Texans argued the Comanche reservation served 

as a staging area from which raiders launched attacks. The U.S. government thought the Indians 

would have to be removed from Texas to Indian Territory for the Indians’ own protection. The 

Texas Indians suffered raids from northern Indians as well as by Anglo-Texan settlers, caught in 

the middle of an increasingly racial conflict.96  

Although Comanches, Wichitas, and Kiowas viewed their land tenure as completely 

legitimate and recognizable, Anglo Americans saw Indians as savage, uncivilized people using 

the land in an inappropriate manner. Knowledge of the local environment played a central role in 

Amerindian society, but their communal conceptions ran counter to the state applied system of 

private land ownership. The Indians of the upper Red River conceptualized the world in a 

different manner, viewing land and water in terms of nourishing kin and livestock. Most Plains 

Indians did not see the land in terms of abstract private parcels that could be valued and sold. 

Indians did not commodify lands, instead they perceived their native lands as homelands for their 

kinsmen. The vastly different perceptions of the land caused friction and eventually fostered 

conflict.  
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The land surveys of northwestern Texas in 1857, racial hatred, and the continuous threat 

of war led Washington to send a U.S. Army regiment to the area in 1858. Major Earl Van Dorn 

and two hundred blue-coated, well-dressed cavalrymen riding well-trained and expensive horses 

carried out extended campaigns in north central Texas and Indian Territory.97 Van Dorn’s 

military campaign cut a supply road—the first federal road to cross the upper Red River valley—

making a significant cultural and environmental impact on north-central Texas and southwestern 

Indian Territory. Regional transportation historian J.W. Williams stated, “Nearly a quarter 

century before another kind of wheel, the iron wheel of the locomotive . . . the wheels of wagons, 

hauling corn to soldiers, had put the brand of advancing civilization upon this country.”98 Despite 

the triumphal interpretation, Williams’s observation about the importance of the road cannot be 

overstated. 

Tonkawa Indian headman Placedo and Texan L.S. “Sul” Ross planned and surveyed the 

route for the Van Dorn road.99 Ross was not part of Van Dorn’s second cavalry, but acted as a 

scout in charge of about 150 “friendly” Indians from the Young County reservation. The military 

ordered Ross to aid the Second Calvary by scouting and securing a route for the campaign 

against Chief Buffalo Hump and the Comanche “hostiles.” The young Ross and the old Tonkawa 

headmen Placedo selected a point at Otter Creek just across the Red River from Wichita County 

in modern day southern Tillman County, Oklahoma, for the supply camp. 
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The Van Dorn Road awkwardly curved over the land because of some noticeable 

environmental variables. The flat topography provided no obstacle, but lack of water posed a 

formidable problem. Ross and Placedo realized the necessity of making the Van Dorn Road 

follow the locations of reliable water resources in a gyp-laden region. Placedo reportedly knew 

of an ancient Indian trail that used the same crossings for freshwater purposes.  Inexhaustible 

freshwater water holes, for example, existed at a crossing on the Little Wichita River. Today this 

portion of the Little Wichita forms the drinking water reservoirs of Lake Arrowhead and Lake 

Kickapoo. At other places on the route, water could become scarce and unpalatable and the rout 

meandered from water source to water source. Another prime example was the rout’s move to 

Eagle Spring, near a crossing on the Pease River, a point also located by the Tonkawa scouts.100 

On the Little Wichita, the route turned sharply northwestwardly, and passed close to where the 

Lake Wichita dam is now located on Holiday Creek. From there the road cut across future oil 

fields and crossed the Big Wichita River. From there it went directly northward past the modern-

day town of Electra, across the Red River, and to the camp, 18 miles above the mouth of Otter 

Creek.101   

Van Dorn’s cavalry followed the scouting party across the Red River where the force 

made a picket enclosure around the supply camp for defense. The bluecoats named their supply 

fort, Camp Radziminski, in honor of a Polish born member of the Second Calvary, who had 

recently died of tuberculosis. Captain James Duff, the last member of the expedition to arrive at 

Camp Radziminski, was a man who in the historical record was known simply as Mr. Duff, and 
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for the purposes of this environmental history takes center stage in this military expedition.102 

Duff’s “Mexican Carts” driven over the plains brought shipments to area forts and merchants.103 

William Bean, for example, who owned the first log-cabin store at Gainesville, Texas, just on the 

edge of the Western Cross Timbers, regularly traded with Mr. Duff, who then supplied plains 

area forts and merchants with the goods.104 In 1856 Texans established the town of Fort Belknap 

at James Duff’s sutler store.105   

Duff gave the road that would supply Camp Radziminski its shape and cart wheel ruts. 

Eventually Duff gained a monopoly on military supply in the area and ran the corn wagon train 

to the forts.106 Duff’s fifteen wagons cut deeper furrows in the earth that have since left a long 

and lasting trail behind. Camp Radziminski operated for a full year, garrisoned with a fluctuating 

guard of 200 to 300 cavalrymen and their hungry horses. Duff drove the corn-filled wagons back 

and forth between Fort Belknap and Camp Radziminski, traversing the Red River and its 

tributaries at ancient Indian crossing points. Federal troops, in contrast to Texas Rangers, 

liberally used wagon trains to supply troops and horses. The Texas rangers, while on Indian 

campaigns, preferred to use mule trains, which did not make permanent trails. On contested 
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lands the task of making roads lay entirely in the federal government’s hands, so most were 

made by army wagons, such as Duff’s Mexican carts and wagons.107 Historian J.W. Williams 

recognized that, “Whether this makes of Mr. Duff, who forced stubborn mules across bad river 

crossings, a greater contributor to northwest Texas history than it makes Van Dorn, who crossed 

swords and lances with wild Comanches, is hardly our function to decide.”108  

American soldiers did finally find the Comanches encamped in the Wichita Mountains 

near modern-day Rush Springs. The Battle of Wichita Village, which took place after the 

soldiers wintered in their camp from 1858-1859, claimed the lives of fifty-six Comanche 

warriors and five cavalrymen. Plus the Comanche killed and wounded many of the Tonkawa 

scouts in the employee of the Anglo forces. Furthermore the Indians shot Van Dorn in the 

stomach with an arrow, and wounded Ross by gunshot.109 Later, the Second Cavalry would again 

use Camp Radminzki as a launching pad for punitive expeditions into modern-day Southwest 

Oklahoma and Kansas and violently contest Indians over the plains resources. Making order 

included imposing new names on the landscape. By establishing the Van Dorn Road, Camp 

Radminzki, and Fort Belknap the Anglo Americans brought new readings and interpretations of 

the land and rejected existing ones.   

Military operations on the Southern Plains in the form of supply camps and federal 

wagon roads altered the environment of the Red River valley by stamping onto the landscape 

recognizable transportation networks for westward waves of white settlement. Surveyors from 

the state of Texas followed behind the federal government, mapping, measuring, and parceling 
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the land. The state government, owners of the public land, made cadastral surveys. For example 

in September 19, 1858, state employed surveyors followed Van Dorn, passing up the newly 

minted military road and breaking the land into parceled land grants. The surveyors essentially 

accompanied the cavalrymen, following behind them four days later and laying out new north 

Texas counties. Military protection in the region and the new military road made the area much 

more accessible and legible to the state.110  

From 1858 to 1859 at least a dozen movements of large bodies of men, supplies, and 

domesticated animals moved over the newly minted army road. As Indian caravans forced onto 

new lands in Indian Territory moved northward up the Van Dorn trail surveyors continued to lay 

out hundreds of land tracts in newly formed counties. Antelope in Jack County developed into a 

permanent settlement along the road, and Henrietta, the county seat of newly organized Clay 

County formed. Before the state organized counties it divided the land into districts. The Cooke, 

Jack, and Clay land districts formed much of northwest Texas. The state named Montague 

County after the district surveyor of the Cooke Land District. Plus Archer, Baylor, Hardeman, 

Wilbarger, Knox, and Wichita Counties formed out of surveys in 1858.111 

In the late 1850s the Office of Pacific Railroad Surveys published the Map of the 

Territory of the United States from the Mississippi to the Pacific Ocean bringing new geographic 

and topographic knowledge to the people of the United States. Copied by commercial publishers 

the immensely popular map was used by the military as it principal base map of the American 
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West for several decades. The map based on surveys from the time of Lewis and Clark to the 

General Land Office surveys of the late 1850s compiled information from expeditions and 

surveys that provided an abstract representation of the land and peoples’ claims to the upper Red 

River.112 Some mistakes had been made in the surveys. For example, George McClellan during 

the Marcy expedition placed the eastern front of the Llano Estacado and the sources of the Red 

River from 10 to 100 miles too far west. Regardless the grid had been applied and the 

government sought to fit people into the pattern.   

Over five decades the federal and state governments greatly expanded their geographic 

and topographic knowledge, making sense of the landscape. For example, Nicholas King, a War 

Department copyist compiled maps from field notes and sketches taken on the Custis-Freeman 

expedition calling his works the Map of the Red River in Louisiana and Map of the Washita 

River in Louisiana from the Hot Springs to the Confluence of the Red River with the Mississippi, 

providing the first Anglo maps of the Red River and a base from which future explorers 

augmented. Zebulon Montgomery Pike’s map of his expedition, Chart of the Internal Part of 

Louisiana, for instance, greatly added to information about the red plains. And Stephen Harriman 

Long, who led the first army-sponsored scientific expedition sent to the Southwestern Frontier 

after the establishment of the Topographical Bureau in Washington, D.C, explored and mapped 

the headwaters of the Arkansas, Platte, and Red rivers, the southern Great Plains, and the 

southern Rockies. Trained army topographers determined astronomical positions, and noted 

elevation. According to map historians “Long’s map popularized the concept of the Great Plains 
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as a desert, a concept that was to have a major impact on the settlement pattern of the region 

during the first half of the nineteenth century.”113 

Maps and records were tools of legibility for the state; indeed, they were tools for 

colonialism and colonization. The Plains Indian displacement would serve as a future blueprint 

for the Age of Imperialism. Transportation development also helped to parcel the land, and made 

the land accessible, taxable, and recognizable to federal, state, and local governments. But the 

new planned social order lacked the primary role of local ecological knowledge. Where Stephen 

Long saw a dessert, Amerindians observed rich grassland. The knowledge of the local 

environment played central roles in Amerindian society and identity, but their customs and ways 

of life appeared unrecognizable to Anglo Americans.114 The government cared not to understand 

the environment, but to read the land and its people, so they applied a new pattern over the 

landscape. That movement continued as the American Civil War began and the American settlers 

sought to make their own personal order out of the landscape.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 THE CONTESTED PLAINS, 1860-1880 
 
 

The contest for the plains of the upper Red River valley must be placed in cultural and 

ecological context. Neither culture nor environment determined the shape of the cultural 

landscape. All animals order their world in a fashion becoming their resource needs. Unlike any 

other species, humans have the ability to imagine and to shape their surroundings to their 

imaginations, organizing and attaining resource needs on grander and much more intensive 

scales. Plainsmen, Amerindian and Euroamerican, imagined a landscape where humans 

harvested the products of the grasslands. The sun deservedly played a central role in many Plains 

Indians religion because the sun provided the energy for the green grasses, and from which bison 

and livestock fed and grew from the sun’s stored energy, and became prey for humans and other 

animal predators. But humans took the process a step farther, commodifying the natural products 

of the plains: the horses, bison, and cattle.  Comancheros, buffalo skinners, traders, cattlemen, 

and Plains Indians all shared in that attempted conquest of nature and empire building. But there 

were limits to what the environment could produce and sustain, and when people went against 

the natural order, Mother Nature pulled them back into place.  

Between 1855 and 1865, for example, drought plagued the upper Red River valleys. The 

year 1855 was a record drought year, and 1860 and 1862 were extremely dry years. Dry 

summers and intense winter blizzards killed livestock and destroyed crops, making it difficult for 

anyone to survive in the upper Red River during this period. Many people participated in cattle 

rustling rings and horse thievery in order to survive in northwest Texas and Indian Territory 

during the dry periods. John R. Baylor, Dick Murphy, Patrick Murphy, and William Cornett, for 

example, dressed like Indians to confuse investigators and cover their trails while plundering 
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settlements and stealing horses. The historical relationship between society and environment in 

the upper Red River valley displayed an attempt by humans to make order out of a plains 

environment where contests over plains resources took a central role in a socio-economically 

turbulent period. Cultural and environmental variables worked together to forge a late 

nineteenth-century cultural landscape.1  

The competition for resources between cultural groups brought people to the brink of war 

and ethnic cleansing, climaxing with the Red River Wars of 1874-1875. Violence perpetuated by 

both Indians and whites created a state of panic and chaos in the upper Red River valley making 

Indians and their sympathizers—be they raiders, farmers, or federal agents—targets of Texan 

rage. When times seemed especially chaotic private citizens in the region formed their own 

militias to fight against renegades and Indian raiders. In 1860 Captain L.S. “Sul” Ross, for 

example, organized a company of rangers at Fort Belknap that included volunteer scout Charles 

Goodnight. At the Battle of Pease River on December 18, 1860, Sul Ross’s rangers and a 

detachment of U.S. Army bluecoats attacked a Comanche village and captured Cynthia Ann 

Parker, a white settler who had been kidnapped in her childhood but was now wife of the 

Comanche headman Peta Nocona.  Details from the encounter indicate more of a massacre or 

surprise attack than an actual battle.  Comanches often camped and prepared buffalo meat at 

Pease River and Mule Creek valleys where bluffs protected tepees against blue northers. Ross, 

the rangers, and the army essentially attacked a hunting camp filled with women and children 

while Comanche men were away hunting bison.2  

                                                
1 Elliott West, The Contested Plains: Indians, Goldseekers, and the Rush to Colorado (Lawrence, Kansas: 
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The Comanches found the Pease River’s freshwater and protective bluffs perfect for 

making camp on the plains, revealing a well-known Amerindian relationship with the Red River 

region’s topography. Furthermore, the Texans had found and ambushed the Comanches, 

recognizing the environmental variables, trails, and markers that made a favored campsite, 

proving the Texan abilities as formidable scouts and astute students of their natural surroundings. 

Charles Goodnight and L.S. Ross realized the importance and value of the Rolling Red Plains 

early in their careers, playing the role of scouts with heightened awareness of the environment 

and its cycles. Anglos recognized their environmental setting, and Comanches, as agents of 

change, did not live without altering their landscape. Both groups realized the importance of the 

protected river valley for habitation purposes.  

Anglo-Texan settlement in the upper Red River valley began in 1860 with the Henrietta 

community but soon stood still as drought dried out the land and the American Civil War flared. 

First the conflict ignited on the plains of Kansas and Missouri but then spread with rapaciousness 

to the east. Bluecoats left the Southern Plains, marching to bloodied battlefields. Captain Marcy, 

now General Marcy, left the west and joined his son-in-law, General George B. McClellan, to 

put down the Confederate rebellion.  Outlaws, horse thieves, deserters, Confederates, Union 

sympathizers, American Indians from tribes across the United States and Confederacy, and all 

stripes of characters of all ethnicities found the upper Red River to be a sanctuary where 

speculation, conspiracy, fear, and fraud grew rife. All peoples used the chaos, according to Texas 

Indian historian Gary Anderson, “to steal and plunder.” Many frontier rangers on the plains 

escaped service in the Civil War due to “Indian depredations.” Charles Goodnight, for example, 
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stayed behind in Texas and acted as a scout on frontier patrols, reconnoitering the eastern 

escarpment of the Llano Estacado near the future home of his JA Ranch.3 

Plains Indians fought on both sides of the Civil War and in many cases made the best of 

intra-Anglo confusion. For example some bands of Cherokees owned enslaved Africans and 

supported the Confederacy. In1863 Kickapoos and Shawnees with the aid and support of some 

Kiowas and Comanches (some sympathetic to the Union and others opportunists), attacked and 

captured Fort Cobb near the Wichita Mountains, a fort garrisoned by a small squad of 

Confederate troops.  The Indians killed some of the Confederate soldiers and drove away the rest 

of the garrison. The taking of the fort sparked more fear in the Anglo-Texan settlers, and the 

Plains Indians made raids into Texas, reclaiming hunting lands and prized water resources. 

Because of the internal divisions and general confusion, Anglos abandoned the upper Red River 

plains.4  

As governments recalled troops from Texas and Indian Territory, Indians strengthened 

their presence on the south side of the Red River valley. After the attack on Fort Cobb, pioneer 

settlers in Henrietta rounded up their herds, packed their household goods, loaded women and 

children into wagons, barred doors to their houses, and bid farewell to Henrietta and Clay 

County. The white settlers retreated with their families and herds back to the more thickly settled 
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counties of Montague and Cooke.5 Anglos stopped forming Young County, abandoned 

settlements in Clay County, and the little village of Antelope lost its inhabitants and post office. 

Federal troops abandoned Fort Belknap now located in rebel Texas. Anglos would not reorganize 

the town of Henrietta and Clay County until August 1873. Furthermore, the U.S. government 

complicated matters for Confederate Texas by aiding and intensifying Indian raiding into the 

rebellious state. The Union traded the Indian raiders’ goods from New Mexico markets in 

exchange for cattle stolen from Texas.6  

The depositions of Comancheros Jose Pieda Tafoya and Julian Baea in the “Indian 

Depredations Case” Charles Goodnight and John W. Sheek vs. The United States and Comanche 

Indians openly reveal the contest for these plains resources. Comancheros, Plains Indians, New 

Mexican settlers, the Texas plains livestock industry, and the United States government all 

competed for the plains resources of the upper Red River valley. Mexican-American 

Comanchero accounts illustrate the continuation of ancient trade patterns from New Mexico to 

the plains, highlight grassland and water resource uses, and describe the general disorder in the 

early Texas cattle trade.7  

Although Anglo trade in livestock dwindled during the droughts and epidemics of the 

early Civil War period, the accounts of the Comancheros reveal continuity in the historical 

relationships between Mexican Americans, Plains Indians, and the upper Red River environment. 

Comancheros were Tejano and Mexican-American traders and ciboleros (bison hunters) from 
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New Mexico that regularly exchanged goods with the Comanches. The Comanchero traders 

captured the bulk of the Red River Indian trade during the chaos to the east. Jose Pieda Tafoya, 

who resided in San Miguel County, New Mexico in 1864, profited handsomely from the 

commerce with the Comanches, Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, Lipan Apaches, and Mescalero 

Apaches in West Texas. Comancheros traded livestock for supplies and goods, goods they 

obtained from U.S. military posts in New Mexico, most prominently Fort Bascom. The 

entourage of fort merchants furnished goods to Tafoya and his fellow Comancheros. In return, 

the Americans licensed the trade. Many merchants at the fort financially benefited directly from 

the commerce. Tafoya brought goods from U.S. military posts and merchants directly to the 

Plains Indians for livestock, acting as a middleman in the trade. The Indians wanted and asked 

for flour, baked bread, cloth, calico, beads, paints, and what Tafoya called “domestics.” 

Comancheros carted the assorted goods to deep ravines, or canyons such as Yellow House and 

Quitaqua Canyons, where Comancheros traded the goods for livestock, primarily cattle.8  

The trade from 1865 to 1867 proved lucrative, especially after the drought eased its grip 

on the Red River plains and the grass returned in quantities sufficient to feed bison and livestock. 

As the trade in livestock and hides between Plains Indians and Comancheros increased, Tafoya 

built a stone and adobe dwelling on Las Lenguas Creek near Quitaqua valley in modern-day 

Briscoe County. The Comancheros practiced irrigation at the Llano Estacado trade villas when 

the creeks allowed it.  Tafoya and others like Julian Baea, Manuel Gonzales, and Jose Solabarri 
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regularly met with the Comanches and traded for livestock and other goods, such as buffalo 

robes.9  

As the Civil War ended the trade continued. On one occasion in September 1865 at 

Quitaqua Canyon, Tafoya bought more than 2,500 beef cattle from the Comanches. For Baea and 

Tafoya it was just another transaction. Charles Goodnight whose cattle made up this particular 

herd saw the transaction of his stolen cattle in a much different light.10 The Comanche cattle 

often bore the brands of noted Texas cattlemen, such as Oliver Loving, Charles Goodnight, and 

John W. Sheek. When federal investigators later asked Tafoya where the Indians got the cattle, 

the Comanchero replied,  “I only know they said they got them farther east in Texas, and could 

tell from seeing them, they had been driven some little distance.” Tafoya neither knew nor cared 

where the Indians got their cattle.11 When asked if they bought stolen cattle, Julian Baea replied, 

“Didn’t matter to us whether they were stolen or not, we were buying cattle.”12  

 Comancheros recognized brands on the cattle and traders, merchants, or commanders at 

Fort Bascom did not care to know the origins of the fort’s meat-on-the hoof, ignoring the illicit 

nature of their venture. Tafoya drove the cattle from the Red River and Brazos canyon lands to 

the New Mexico fort, where the Comancheros traded and sold the livestock.13 William B. Stapp, 
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a post trader in partnership with a Mr. Hopkins bought many of the cattle from the Comancheros 

and also supplied the Mexican-American traders with goods. Soon merchants from Hatch’s 

Ranch assisted Fort Bascom in the trade buying and selling stolen cattle as well. Fort Bascom, a 

military post with explicit orders to guard the frontier from Indian raids, was in turn helping to 

create a marketplace for stolen cattle and increasing Indian raids into Texas.14  

 The trade, in fact, appeared to be commonplace and widespread. In 1865, Mrs. R.D. 

Russell of New Mexico, wife of a Fort Bascom army captain, benefited directly from the trade 

and “recalled ‘most all’ of the folks at Bascom participated in the illicit cattle trade.” In one 

instance, Russell sent a copper kettle and Navajo blanket with a Comanchero and received 

twelve head of cattle in the exchange. Charles Goodnight claimed upon visiting New Mexico 

that he saw branded cattle from Texas ranches openly grazing otherwise respectable peoples’ 

farms. Goodnight, infuriated by the extent of the theft, allowed his attorneys to style the case 

Charles Goodnight and John W. Sheek vs. The United States and Comanche Indians.15 

Thousands of Americans settled in New Mexico and Colorado after the Civil War and these 

people required horses, mules, and cattle. But the trade went both ways and it had some 

unforeseen consequences like changing Comanche diets. The Comanches, finding livestock 

running wild over the Southern Plains or given to them by the government at their agencies, had 

incorporated livestock into their food ways. In other cases raiding Texas ranches to acquire more. 

Livestock, corn tortillas from New Mexico, and coffee from the Indian agencies had altered the 

diet and economy of the Comanches during the 1860s. The want for these trade and food items 

                                                
14 Haley, “The Comanchero Trade,” 166 and The Deposition of William B. Stapp, for claimants taken at Las Vegas, 
New Mexico on the 26th day of June, A.D. 1893, Indian Depredations Case No. 9133, Charles Goodnight and John 
W. Sheek vs. The United States and Comanche Indians, SWC. (Hereafter cited as Deposition of William B. Stapp, 
SWC.) 
 
15 Deposition of William B. Stapp, SWC and Haley, “The Comanchero Trade,” 166.  
 



 140 

fostered raiding.16 

Texan William Wilson explained the difficulty in trying to recover livestock from 

American Indian raiders: “no white men dared to travel across Texas from that point [west 

Texas] into New Mexico in the direction in which these cattle were being driven, because the 

Indians were so thick that they would have been killed and scalped before they had gone 50 

miles, and nobody dared to travel across that country without a strong military escort.”17 Even 

when men such as Goodnight traveled the distance to New Mexico to recover cattle it was almost 

impossible to repossess stolen cattle from New Mexican authorities. On the other hand 

Comancheros from New Mexico moved over ancient trade routes from New Mexico onto the 

Texas High Plains, eased into the canyon lands, and exchanged goods with the Comanche 

Indians.18  

In May 1867 Tafoya went to Quitaqua as soon as the grass greened to trade with the 

Indians. Quitaqua Valley, on the eastern brakes of the Staked Plains, formed a broken country 

with many deep canyons and tablelands covered with mesquite. According to Tafoya, Quitaqua 

“was a kind of headquarters for the Indians.” The canyon land provided plenty of water, shelter, 

and grass, making it a good place to hide. On this particular trip, Tafoya and other Comancheros 

traded large numbers of supplies and provisions because the Indians had brought two or three 

large herds of cattle. The livestock came from settlements in Texas a hundred or so miles east of 

Quitaqua. Comanches and Kiowas traded goods for some 1,900 cattle. U.S. soldiers, however, 

reclaimed 900 of them near the Texas-New Mexican border, claiming the Indians had stolen 
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them from people in Texas. The government began to crack down on the illicit trade after the 

ranchers mounted court cases and exposed the harmful nature of the theft on the Red River plains 

cattle raising industry.19  

In October 1867 Kiowas, Cheyennes, Arapahos, Southern Cheyennes, Comanches, and 

Apaches signed the Treaty of Medicine Lodge Creek, which theoretically agreed to limit their 

ranges and avoid contact with white traders and settlements. Federal commissioners promised 

annuity goods and, to the disgust of many Plains Indians, offered educational and agricultural 

programs. Some Plains Indians practiced horticulture, but Anglos viewed agriculture as row 

crops on 160-acre allotments, a limiting practice for groups that cherished mobility. The federal 

government envisioned Red River Indians as converts to capitalism and Christianity. Reformers, 

including Episcopalian bishop Henry M. Whipple and Quaker abolitionist Lucretia Mott 

convinced Congress to create a peace commission and a reservation system where Indians could 

be Christianized and taught to be commercial farmers. The commission and a limited number of 

Plains Indians convened at Medicine Lodge Creek. The few Indians assembled agreed to the 

treaty offered, surrendering West Texas in exchange for a reservation in Indian Territory. Tribal 

leaders who signed the agreement had little idea that they were giving up vast amounts of land.20 

Alongside religious, agrarian, and educational efforts, the federal government believed a 

line of forts in the Red River valley would bring peace to the plains. In reality, forts caused 

problems. Forts depleted resources from the local environment. Military installations required 

more than local resources and, being anything but self-sufficient, demanded roads and towns to 
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supply their needs. Forts housed men and horses and required outside suppliers to provide 

necessary goods and provisions. Military posts expanded markets for livestock and agriculture 

and sometimes created whole new markets in a region. The government exacerbated the 

environmental situation by reestablishing posts in the upper Red River by the Civil War’s end 

and establishing new posts, such as Fort Sill, at the foothills of the Wichita Mountains.  

In the years following the Civil War, immigrants from the East began to move west 

again. General Randolph B. Marcy, after his grueling fight to preserve the Union, lamented in his 

journal in 1871 about the condition of the north-central Texas settlements left behind by the war: 

“This rich and beautiful section of the country does not contain today as many white people as it 

did when I was stationed here 18 years ago, and if the Indian marauders are not punished the 

whole country seems to be in a fair way of becoming depopulated.”21 Not until 1873 would 

white settlers rebuild houses in Henrietta. According to pioneer accounts, Indians had burned and 

destroyed all the houses previously built by the old settlers of 1860. Only a few chimneys stood 

“like sentinels” of white civilization.22 Similarly, soldiers returning to Fort Belknap after the war 

found the former military installation dilapidated.23 

 New Indian policies and military installations shifted the cultural landscape of the upper 

Red River plains from a free-flowing chaotic border region to a highly militarized and organized 

state-territorial boundary with the Red River separating Texas from Indian Territory. Army 

regulars led by Civil War veterans General William Tecumseh Sherman and General Phillip 

Sheridan occupied both sides of the river. Military men honored a peace policy with the Indians 
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in the late 1860s but by the early 1870s the army started a “total war” effort to conquer the Red 

River Valley. U.S. soldiers found the Southern Plains Indians ravaged by twenty-five years of 

intermittent warfare and the westward progression of white settlement, which exhausted local 

sources of buffalo, small game, timber, and forage needed by semi-sedentary Indians to survive. 

Natural resources, especially, ran scarce along early transport and migration routes such as the 

Van Dorn Road. Near American settlements like Henrietta some resources had nearly vanished.24 

The Anglo Texans seemed to drive away wolves, bison, mustangs, and bears and replace them 

with domesticated livestock that overgrazed the country. Generals Sherman and Sheridan waged 

war on the Indians by diminishing the Indians’ resources, or “commissary,” intending to make 

them dependent on the U.S. government. In many ways the government perpetuated ecological 

warfare on the Wichitas, Comanches, and Kiowas. The government went as far as to butcher 

entire herds of Indian ponies. The best example of this the Battle of Palo Duro Canyon where 

U.S. soldiers shot hundreds of Comanche ponies and burned winter their provisions.25   

General Sherman counted on Colonel (eventually General) Benjamin Henry Grierson 

(1826-1911), son of Irish immigrants, to lead military efforts and uphold policy in the southern 

half of Indian Territory after the Civil War. As a colonel in the regular army, Grierson organized 

the Tenth United States Cavalry, one of two mounted regiments composed of black enlisted men 

and white officers. After the war, Grierson commanded posts at Fort Riley, Fort Gibson, Camp 

Wichita, and Fort Sill from 1868 through 1873, and thereafter served at military command posts 

in Texas. During his military stint in modern-day Oklahoma Grierson headed the District of the 
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Indian Territory and selected the site for Fort Sill, supervising construction of the fort and 

commanding from the base from 1869 until 1873. The federal government, recognizing the 

difficulties in quieting the Red River Plains Indians, assigned a larger and more permanent 

military presence in the river valley, relocating its base of operations in southwestern Indian 

Territory and planting its permanent military presence in the middle of the Kiowa and Comanche 

reservations.26 

The military selected the site for Fort Sill because of its proximity to the Plains Indian 

reservation, and also because the Wichita Mountains provided a virtual oasis on the Southern 

Plains. Stone, lumber, and water from the Wichita Mountains called to people on the plains, and 

the army recognized that fact. The federal government realized the natural advantages of such a 

location and the military planted the fort near the Wichita Mountain foothills, in the heart of 

Comanche, Kiowa, and Wichita country. Benjamin Grierson’s youngest son Robert Grierson 

spoke of the teeming landscape, recalling buffalo and “magnificent” wildlife. “One day” Robert 

recalled: 

…wading about in the creek…I heard something splashing and I saw it was white. 
It was a great big fish. It was trying to go from one hole to another and it had to 
go through shallow water. I went and caught hold of it and I threw it against the 
bank and it got in again. At last I got a good hold of its tail and tossed it out onto 
the bank and got it and took it up to camp and Taylor cooked it.27  

 
The Wichita Mountains, located in the middle of the upper Red River valley, abounded in a 

plethora of resources that beckoned not only to Amerindians, but also to American bluecoats and 

                                                
26 Letter to Charles “Charlie” Grierson from Robert K. Grierson, Fort Sill, September 8, 1871, File #7, Box 1, 
Benjamin H. Grierson Papers, 1827-1941 and undated, Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Texas 
Tech University, Lubbock, Texas. (Hereafter cites as Benjamin H. Grierson Papers, SWC) For more on Benjamin 
Grierson, see William H. Leckie and Shirley A Leckie, Unlikely Warriors: General Benjamin H. Grierson and His 
Family (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1984). 
 
27 Letter to Charles “Charlie” Grierson from Robert K. Grierson, Fort Sill, September 8, 1871, File #7, Box 1, 
Benjamin H. Grierson Papers, SWC. 
 



 145 

their families. Fish laden creeks, stone and lumber for building materials, the majestic 

commanding vistas of the plains, and the nearby Indian reservations made the Wichita 

Mountains an important location for a military fort.  

The military policy towards the Indians, however, was broader and more complicated 

than taking ideal lands or destroying horses and bison. Indian policy evolved and produced 

conflict. President Ulysses S. Grant formulated the Quaker “peace” policy towards Plains Indians 

in 1869. General Sherman and Grierson supported the peace policy and maintained it at the 

Kiowa-Comanche Reservation, which angered many residents in Northwest Texas and 

admittedly rankled General Grierson. The government chose Iowan farmer and devout Quaker 

Lawrie Tatum to fill the federal Indian agent position at the Comanche-Kiowa Indian agency 

near Fort Sill. The Medicine Lodge Treaty Council in 1867 forced Comanches and Kiowas to 

move to reservations in southwestern Indian Territory, and bluecoats operating from places like 

Fort Sill were to enforce those restrictions. The Quaker agents attempted to civilize the Indians, 

and in vain tried to make good Christian farmers out of the them. Many Indians refused to be 

subjected to such humiliation and many Comanches, including Quanah Parker’s band of 

Quahadis, rejected the terms of the treaty and remained free, autonomous, and independent, 

roaming the staked plains. The treaty nearly collapsed in 1868 when annuity goods failed to 

arrive at the reservations and Colonel George Armstrong Custer led a punitive assault on a 

Cheyenne and Arapaho village on the Washita River. Custer’s men collected and shot over eight 

hundred ponies and coerced many Indians, including the Kiowas, onto their new reservations and 

into their respective agencies at the foot of the Wichita Mountains. Many of the Kiowas, such as 

Big Tree, Satank, Lone Wolf, and Satanta, frustrated by confinement and fired by internal war 

factions, defied the reservation boundaries and again raided settlements with their Comanche 
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allies across the Red River into Texas and Mexico. Yet the Quaker Lawrie Tatum sill offered 

Indians annuities and protection at the agency separating his “civilizing” efforts from the military 

operation and protecting “his” Indians from the threat of force and violence, despite their own 

acts of violence.28  

The nation state’s attempt to make order out of the cultural landscape of the upper Red 

River basin had on paper appeared complete, but the inhabitants of the lands refused to be fit into 

the white man’s grid. The federal government failed to make sense of the Plains Indians, their 

customs, kinships networks, and land tenure.   For the Comanches, Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and 

Wichitas, their patterns and day-to-day practices appeared commonplace and operated with 

distinctive local ecological knowledge. But to American farmers, ranchers, merchants, and 

financiers native customs appeared foreign and illegible, and their methods of subsistence 

seemed outdated. Politically and geographically decentralized the different groups of Red River 

Indians visited varied ecoregions across vast ranges that provided seasonal resources that 

included adequate green foliage for livestock, seasonal herbs, fruits, and nuts, and good hunting. 

As the variables changed the “nomadic” groups moved to the next place, often a very well 

known place, where they could subsist and grow their herds. The Red River Indians might not 

have commodified the land but they had made horses and bison valued commodities. For the 

Plains Indians to become good tax-paying citizens they needed to be settled and forced to fit the 
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customs and norms of the dominant Anglo-American society. Reservations appeared as a route 

to this settlement process, but the Plains Indians remained resistant and defiant. 

The Kiowas were the first to try the patience of the American Army General William T. 

Sherman, eventually testing even agent Lawrie Tatum’s passive tactics and the wisdom of the 

“peace” policy. Big Tree, a Kiowa headmen and warrior, gained national notoriety after his 

participation in the “Warren Wagontrain Raid” or “Salt Creek Massacre,” on May 18, 1871, 

flaunting his mobility going to and from the reservation with disregard for U.S. restrictions. 

During the massacre, the Kiowas and their allies attacked a wagon train, massacring seven 

teamsters in Young County, Texas, near Fort Richardson. On May 2, 1871, General Sherman, 

the new Inspector General of the Army Randolph B. Marcy, their staff, and an escort of 

seventeen African-American buffalo soldiers of the Tenth Calvary left San Antonio on a tour of 

posts in north Texas and Indian Territory. Sherman and Marcy found themselves in the region 

near where the Kiowas massacred the teamsters. After the incident, Marcy, Sherman, and 

Benjamin Greirson moved to suppress the Kiowas and their allies the Quahadi Comanches. 

Despite Indian agent Lawrie Tatum’s Indian sympathies, the Quaker allowed General Grierson 

to arrest Kiowa headmen Satanta, Satank, and Big Tree at the agency. The Kiowas had come to 

the Indian agency to claim rations, and to brag about their war deeds. Tatum’s new proactive 

measures left the Kiowas in the hands of Texan and federal authorities that now wished to try the 

Indians for murder.29    

                                                
29 Special Orders No. 12, January 14, 1870, Maxon—Military Material: Orders 1869-1878, Folder #6, Box 11, 
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Texoma: Episodes in the History of the Red River Border, ed. Michael L. Collins (Wichita Falls: Midwestern State 
University Press, 2005), 165-189; Allen Lee Hamilton, Sentinel of the Southern Plains: Fort Richardson and the 
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Examples of intensifying competition and conflict for livestock and grasslands on the 

Southern Plains emerged constantly at the Kiowa-Comanche reservation. Grierson forced Plains 

Indians, against their wills on many occasions, to submit to American authority. But reality came 

in a more nuanced fashion than gunfights or battles. For example, on January 14, 1870, Grierson 

ordered the Tenth U.S. Calvary to proceed down the north fork of the Canadian River for the 

purpose of breaking up Kiowa villages. The government accused the Kiowas of killing and 

driving off a number of cattle being furnished for public use and en route to military camps. Also 

from Fort Gibson in 1872 Grierson led the removal of Indian “intruders” from the line of the 

Missouri, Kansas and Texas Railroad, making way for a new iron horse, a rail line through 

Denison, Texas, and the lower Red River, and on through to Kansas and Missouri.30 On other 

occasions Grierson and Tatum both catered to the Indians, building warehouses flush with flour. 

This symbolized Indian dependence and white paternalism more than federal beneficence. 

Commander Grierson made ceremonious occasions out of the construction and filling of storage 

houses—bins filled with promised rations.31 The Kiowas always came for their annuity goods 
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and according to accounts seemed “better satisfied with their goods than any of the other 

tribes.”32  

In reality, the Kiowa and Comanche threats paled in comparison to threats posed by horse 

thieves that roamed the various river bottoms in the Red River Basin. Grierson spent most of his 

hours and manpower searching for horse thieves of all stripes: Indian, Anglo American, Mexican 

American, African American, Mestizos, and Mulattoes. General Grierson’s wife Alice 

complained in letters that the General regularly sent out detachments “after horse thieves—they 

give him much more trouble than the Indians.”33 By 1872 the Red River bottoms had filled with 

Kansan horse thieves and Confederate sympathizers. 34 People looking for anonymity sought out 

regions far from federal control, and the upper Red River seemed to suit those purposes for the 

time being. For example, Allen Parmer, a disillusioned Confederate, came to the Big Wichita 

River Valley to restore losses sustained during the Civil War. Frank and Jesse James, kin of the 

Parmers, stopped by regularly in the Big Wichita Valley “to visit their sister Mrs. Allen Parmer, 

and feed and rest up their jaded horses.”35 Grierson and his regiments policed the prairies from 

Fort Sill, searching for bandits like Frank and Jesse James and sending out patrols like the one 

commanded by Captain Myriad. Myriad’s five-day expedition in 1870, for example, consisted of 

                                                
32 Letter to Charles “Charlie” Grierson from Alice K. Grierson, Fort Sill, February 11, 1870, File #7, Box 1, 
Benjamin H. Grierson Papers, SWC.  
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20 or 25 men that attempted to catch horse thieves and men buying whiskey in Texas.36 Indian 

Territory ran wild with horse thieves, speculators, frauds, and whiskey peddlers while the Plains 

Indians seethed with rage over the status of their new situation, captives on reservations.  

On the south side of the Red River in Texas, Anglo Texan and Texas Indian tensions 

reached a fevered pitch. Fort Richardson located, on Lost Creek, a small tributary of the Trinity 

River, served as the frontier post on the Texas side of the Red River. Military operations, run 

from Fort Richardson, resembled those sent out from Fort Sill, and relayed similar ecological 

information about the Red River valley. But the environmental information becomes hidden as 

the drama for the contest unfolds. The writings of Fort Richardson scout James Belle Dosher, for 

example, recalled a battle that raged at the Little Wichita River where all hell broke loose 

between an Indian war party and a Fort Richardson detachment of federal soldiers. The Indians 

encircled the American force, and from the moving circle Indians on horseback wildly 

exchanged gunfire with Americans posted behind wagons and other items that provided cover.37 

Such occurrences happened, but without cultural and ecological context make little sense. 

Indians and bluecoats fought for more than glory; they fought to make their own empires on the 

plains.  

The state of Texas complicated the “Indian problem.” Engulfed in fear over Indian 

“depredations,” the Texas Congress authorized further organization of local ranger companies 

and militia units. The federal government had restricted Texas from establishing paramilitary 
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groups after the Civil War, but after Texas ended the U.S. Army occupation in the 1870s, the 

state declared the federal government had failed to protect it from Indian “depredations” during 

Reconstruction and therefore Texas allowed frontier ranger units to be formed. The Texans 

organized militias and local paramilitary groups, oftentimes outside the control of federal and 

state authority, which proved even less generous to the Indians and most of the time brutally 

racist and violent. One group of ten rangers, for example, chased twenty Indians from Jack 

County to near the Red River in 1872. On horseback the native riders made their way to the 

crossing at the falls on the Big Wichita River. Missing the crossing at the falls the Indians turned 

to confront their pursuers for a brief running firefight along the river. The state and federal 

governments turned their back on a peaceful solution to the plight on the plains and reverted to 

racial violence perpetuated by small militia groups.38  

For the most part, life on the plains was anything but idyllic. Robert G. Carter also filed a 

report on a mission assembled out of Fort Richardson and ordered across the upper Red River 

basin in August 1871. Carter found the plains burned-over from the Trinity to the Red River 

valleys. Carter reported the town of Henrietta in ruins. The contingent of cavalry and infantry 

companies reconstructed the bridge over the Little Wichita River. After finishing the bridge the 

army pushed over the fire-blackened Big Wichita River Valley to Gilbert Creek. From the old 

Gilbert ranch the troop marched over the plains through the Cache Creek valleys and back to 

Fort Richardson. The whole affair resulted in a fairly uneventful mission primarily intent on 

reestablishing transportation routes.39 Similarly in Henrietta during the spring of 1874 a group of 
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thirty-five to forty men—known as the frontier rangers—guarded the plains against Indian raids. 

The ranger company elected for their captain cattle rancher E.F. Ikard and for their first 

lieutenant George Campbell, a Montague County businessman. The company of frontier rangers 

patrolled the Red River country answering roll calls, drawing rations and pay, and never seeing 

an Indian.40  

African American, American Indians from east of the Mississippi River, and 

Euroamericans worked together to bring order to the Red River plains. Eastern American 

Indians, such as Delawares, Osages, and Cherokees served as guides, scouts, and hunters on 

military expeditions to conquer the plains Indians. Buffalo soldiers also served in the upper Red 

River valley and played central roles in many plains events like the arrest of the Kiowas after the 

Wagon Train Massacre. For the most part the eastern American Indians and African buffalo 

soldiers performed rigorous and dangerous duties. Hard work and assignments that altered the 

regional ecology included building roads, bridges, and forts; stringing telegraph line; escorting 

stagecoaches and emissaries; protecting reservations and Indian agencies; and pursuing criminals 

and trespassers.41 

The environment of the plains was by no means a pristine landscape where white 

cowboys and “red” Indians fought out a romantic past. Brigadier General Pope explained the 
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dreadful political and socio-cultural experiences that resulted from Plains Indian warfare, 

detailing the bitter experience in all of its hard environmental and political realities:  

To the army, war with Indians means long and toilsome marches, with scanty 
supplies of food and clothing; it means exposure of the elements of all time and 
seasons; it means death, certain and cruel, if wounded or left; it means separation 
from wife and children and deprivation of everything that makes life desirable to 
civilized men. It means more than all of this: it means harsh and unjust censure, 
whatever the result. If successful, it is a massacre of the Indians; if unsuccessful, 
it is worthlessness or imbecility, and these judgments confront the army in every 
newspaper and in public speeches in Congress and elsewhere - - judgment passed 
by men who are absolutely ignorant of the subject at all, or by those, knowing 
better, misrepresent for a purpose.42 

 
The upper Red River plains offered soldiers disease and exposure to the harsh elements. 

Army regulars suffered the consequences of plains warfare, both its debilitating moral 

and environmental repercussions. 

Competition for horses and feuding for cattle and bison created much of the 

military conflict on the plains. The Plains Indians relied on bison and livestock. The 

ungulates powered the Indian’s domestic economy and subsistence base. Drought and 

over hunting impacted bison populations since the early 1800s. When immigrant Indians, 

Americans, and New Mexicans entered the hunt in the mid-1800s, the contest for the 

animals doomed the remaining herds.43 By the mid 1870s Henrietta, Texas, grew to be a 

hub for buffalo skinners, cattle ranchers, and small-scale merchants and these people, 

alongside the soldiers, became the first white inhabitants of the region. Buffalo roamed 
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the high prairies west of Clay County, emigrating south in the early fall, and grazing in 

the Brazos, Wichita, and Pease valleys during the winter.44 The Ikard brothers, early 

ranchers in the upper Red River remembered “thousands of turkeys, buffaloes and 

antelopes” free on the plains, competing with their livestock for the resources of the vast 

grasslands.45  

Henrietta served as a headquarters for buffalo hunters and early cattlemen. Freighters 

from Henrietta carried supplies and rations out to hunting camps, where the bison had been 

hunted and skinned, and were brought back in the form of hides. Livestock—oxen, horses, and 

cattle—propelled the bison industry. One freighting company worked eight to twelve yoke of 

cattle to a team and ran two trail wagons. Some freighters worked out of Sherman, Texas, and 

would carry the buffalo hides to Sherman from Henrietta. On average buffalo hides netted three 

dollars a piece and thirty-six dollars per dozen. Freighters always got a load of freight each way, 

generally hauling from eight to twelve thousand pounds per team. By spring 1874 inhabitants of 

Henrietta regularly hauled in supplies from Sherman, Texas, the nearest railroad station. 

Sherman extended tracks to the Houston and Texas Central Railway in 1872. The tie to the rail 

quickened the merchants’ ability to get hides out to the East Coast and onto European markets. 

From Henrietta the buffalo freighters hauled the hides over a hundred miles distant to Sherman 

where merchants loaded them onto trains and then out to Gulf ports and beyond. The connection 

to the rail turned the buffalo hide into a commodity ready to be exploited by world markets.46 
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At the same time the Southern Plains and the upper Red River valleys became a hunting 

haven for buffalo hunters from around the globe, and frequented often by Kansan and Texan 

hunters. John Wesley Mooar’s 1871 winter trip to hunt the Red River buffalo exemplified the life 

of a buffalo skinner. Mooar regularly stocked up on supplies before mounting his buffalo hunts. 

On this trip he purchased gloves, overalls, rifles, powder, primer, matches, beans, sugar, coffee, 

flour, rope, and other supplies.47 On another occasion Mooar purchased coffee, tobacco, rope, 

cans, lard, bacon, dried apples, molasses, peppers, matches, and nutmeg.48 On the 1871 hunt 

Mooar tallied fifty-one buffalo hides at $3.50 a hide, netting $178.50. Less freighting and carting 

charges and commissions of $38.31, Mooar pocketed $139.69 from this particular buffalo hunt. 

Mooar’s brother-in-law John W. Combs of New York ultimately deposited the $139.50 into a 

New York bank, revealing the attachments of the plains buffalo to eastern capital and markets.49 

Humans made commodities of the bison for centuries, but now the markets expanded on a new 

scale. 

As the markets for bison hides expanded, the slaughter continued wholesale. Often a 

team of hunters could kill thirty to forty buffalo in a day. Carcasses rotted, leaving bones, but the 

bones found ready markets, too. Bones freighted to nearby towns netted $20 to $25 per ton.50 An 

Old Buffalo Road ran from modern-day Cottle and Foard counties to Henrietta and then onto 
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Gainesville and Sherman. Bison hides and bones traveled this route and went from Sherman to 

Baltimore, Boston, Detroit, Harrisburg, New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and 

Europe. Hides made robes and other clothing items while manufacturers used bones for a variety 

of purposes. The bone industry ground old bison bones into meal; fresh bones into calcium 

phosphate to neutralize cane-juice acid and de-color sugar; select bones made bone-china 

furnaces for calcium phosphate ash; and button factories bought strong firm bones. The panic of 

1873 halted railroad construction across the nation, and bone pickers moved in and collected 

"little mountains" of bones along the right-of-ways of the future rail lines. Freighters used the 

routes to haul out army, merchant, and ranch supplies and returned with bones. People bought 

the piles and hired the freighters to haul the bones to the nearest rail connection or to way 

stations like Doans, Griffin, Henrietta, San Angelo, and Wichita Falls.51 

Buffalo skinners and bone pickers appeared in droves and thoroughly stripped the bison 

from the Southern Plains. C.S. Alexander, for example, killed and skinned buffalo in the early 

1870s in the Pease River Valley. Alexander explained how he ripped and pulled the hides off the 

buffalo:  

We would tie the brute to a post and I would put the hook of the log chain in the 
buffalo’s nostril and jerk the hide off of the brute, drag it off into a pile and then 
go back and hook onto that and drag it away, then I would hook onto another one 
the same way and bring it up to the skinning post.52  
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Alexander and his cohorts hunted buffalo, and also bagged bears, mountain lions, and panthers. 

Alexander recalled buying plenty of ammunition because “We had to kill most of our living out 

of the woods.”53 

The buffalo hunters, skinners, freighters, and bone pickers dominated the early 1870s 

local economy making a profitable business of bison exploitation. One buffalo hunting group, 

comprised of D.W. Spore, William Parish, M.C. Houze, and a few others, leaving Henrietta, 

ventured west forty miles onto the buffalo range and killed and skinned several buffalo for hides. 

At Henrietta the hunters supplied themselves with buffalo guns, ammunition, rations, and camp 

equipment. On the buffalo range the men established a camp on Holliday Creek in present-day 

Archer County. All spring and summer the men killed and skinned three to five hundred 

buffalos. The men continued hunting until the buffalos got too scarce on this particular range, 

picked up their hides, and moved their camp to the head of the Little Wichita River. Here the 

men built buffalo hide huts remaining and camped all fall and winter. In total during the hunting 

expedition, the men killed and skinned two thousand buffalo. According to accounts, one man 

shot the bison, while the rest skinned the buffalo for their hides. The single hunter hid two to 

three hundred yards from the buffalos and when the bison started off, the hunter killed the leader, 

and by that means created confusion, frustrating the herd and causing them to mill around. The 

hunter generally killed several bison in the herd without moving from his first position.54  

Hunting and killing buffalos proved to be a lucatrive business, at least while the herds 

held out on the plains. In 1875 and 1876 many similar expeditions started camps all over 

Northwest Texas. Jones Vaughn made camp on Croten Creek in Knox County and worked 
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twelve or fifteen men. Other camps located on Pease River and Ragged Mountain Creek, 

important watering holes, became buffalo skinner camping grounds. Most camps worked ten to 

fifteen men, sometimes more. Men killed and skinned hundreds of buffalo daily. Camps from 

Adobe Walls in the Panhandle to Jacksboro in the Cross Timbers filled the Red River Valley 

with buffalo hunters and skinners.55 Men like Joseph W. Douthitt, working for E. “Buck” 

Dawson on the Little Wichita River in Clay County, found one of his most significant 

contributions to the history of the region, killing “all the buffalo, deer, and turkeys we could haul 

up on Holliday Creek.”56 

The competition between Amerindians and Euroamericans for bison, horses, and pastures 

came to a head in the mid-1870s as the plains herds thinned. The violence and battles that ensued 

revolved around plains resources. An historical analysis of the competition supports an 

environmental interpretation of the conflict on the plains. In 1873 M.A. “Antelope Al” Greene 

and John Carter, for example, had established their own hunting headquarters at Jacksboro, 

Texas, and hunted in a northwesterly direction onto the Texas Plains. Their first hunt led them 

into the Big Wichita River Valley, killing nine buffalo. The hunters moved westward across the 

plains, killing buffalo and filling their trail wagons driven by teams of oxen. Greene when 

hunting buffalo near the Adobe Walls post got caught up in the battle of Adobe Walls, the 

desperate three-day battle between buffalo skinners and Comanches and Kiowas. After the fight 

Greene joined the army as an Indian scout, spending the next three years hunting Indians that 

“escaped” from Indian Territory reservations.57 “Antelope Al” Greene symbolized the transition 
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among many Anglo Americans during the period from hunter to soldier. As the plains resources 

diminished, the competition intensified and boiled over into violent conflict.  

The Indians challenged buffalo skinners and their right to the bison and grassland 

resources of the Red River plains. The groups clashed in 1874 after a Quahada Comanche named 

Eschiti (Isatai) won respect as a visionary among his fellow Comanche and Kiowa warriors and 

led three hundred Kiowas, Comanches, and Cheyennes on a daring dawn attack in an attempt to 

take the Anglo camp (hide storage) at Adobe Walls in the Canadian River valley. The 

outnumbered and heavily-armed hunters repulsed the Plains Indians. After the initial clash 

eleven Indians lay dead near the walls of the store. The Indians carried off some of their dead 

and set up hospital camps in sight of the Anglo post. The Comanches and Kiowas, led by 

Quanah Parker and medicine man Eschiti, surrounded the camp and waited for reinforcements to 

make another attack. The hunters lost three men in the gunfight. Buffalo hunter John Wesley 

Mooar, on hearing the news of the battle for Adobe Walls, hoped the conflict would “bring on a 

general Indian war.” “If the government does not take some active measures before fall,” Mooar 

claimed, “the people will have to leave” from the Arkansas and Red River Valleys. Mooar 

argued it was “about time the government quit paying blackmail and give them [Indians] a 

dressing.”58 

Environmental variables pushed two different cultures into conflict, but the cultures 

themselves also played central roles. The Plains Indians envisioned a different life than what the 

Anglo Americans imagined. The medicine man Eschiti and the warriors that followed him to 

                                                
58 Letter from John H. Mooar to sister, July 7, 1874, Dodge City, Kansas, Letter to Sister, Correspondence, Notes, 
etc. 1871-1875, Financial Documents Bound Volumes, 1876-1880 Box 1 of 2, John Wesley Mooar Papers, SWC; 
Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 358; Hagan, United States-Comanche Relations, 105-109; Thomas C. Battey, The 
Life and Adventures of a Quaker Among the Indians (Boston: Lea and Shepard, 1875), 302; and Kracht, “Kiowa 
Religion,” 425, 453-454. 
 



 160 

Adobe Walls wanted to stop the gangs of white men systematically slaughtering the herds on the 

Plains, bison that formed their livelihoods. Kiowa headman Satanta in 1867 commented on the 

bison slaughter, “Has the white man become a child, that he should recklessly kill and not eat? 

When the red man slay game, they do so that they may live and not starve.” The Plains Indians 

based their cultures on the ideas of reciprocity and respect, redistributing wealth among their 

kinship networks to organize their societies and not to kill wholesale the bison on which they 

based their livelihood. Anglo Americans, on the other hand, believed in a more individualistic 

and capitalistic way of organizing society. In this respect the Anglo Americans did not even 

practice a conservationist approach to bison and would not see the benefit of the bison until they 

were gone. The Kiowas and Comanches had made bison part of their system for maintaining 

kinship networks and therefore most Plains Indians hunted but did so in a more sustainable 

manner.  

Both cultures did form their societies on highly militaristic values and all believed war 

offered a rout to social mobility and a solution to the competition for plains resources. For the 

twenty-eight American men in the Adobe Walls post, and the skinners and hunters in the 

outlying areas, an attack on the post represented a threat to the infrastructure of bison 

exploitation. For Kiowa headman Big Tree, who admitted through an interrupter, many of the 

Indian atrocities during the 1874-1875 outbreaks “were committed to destroy the whites the 

same way they had destroyed the buffalo.” Big Tree said once the Kiowa discovered “a thousand 

skinned and headless carcasses on the prairies in that vicinity alone,” retaliating violently against 

whites in the area. The Kiowas conducted raids during the 1870s to compel non-Indians to leave 

Kiowa country and to leave their buffalo ranges. The Kiowas killed government surveyors, 

agency employees, soldiers, civilians, and “others who happened to be in the wrong place at the 
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wrong time.” The contest for control of the bison trade threatened the order the American 

government and citizen settlers were trying to establish on the plains. The fight for plains 

resources eventually exploded into outright war carried out by the nation state against the native 

inhabitants.59  

At this juncture in time Adobe Walls had become the center of the Panhandle-Plains hide 

trade with Anglo freighters and hunters converging from Texas and Kansas. Adobe Walls, in 

reality, was not made of adobe. The post was named after the nearby adobe ruins of an older 

trading post. “No really permanent buildings were required,” wrote James Haley in The Buffalo 

War, “everybody planned to leave again as soon as they killed all the buffalo.” The Canadian 

River near Adobe Walls offered “a gallery forest of willow, cottonwood, chinaberry, and 

hackberry, providing timber for the construction of buildings” made with sod roofs.60 The battle 

at Adobe Walls occurred because cultural and environmental variables coalesced to offer a 

violent setting. The human conflict escalated into ecological warfare as the contest became 

increasingly bitter.   

With recent massacres in mind and the near loss of Adobe Walls, the end of President 

Grant’s peace policy ushered in a “total war” effort led by Colonel (eventually General) Ranald 

Mackenzie. Mackenzie launched the Red River Wars of 1874-1875 or what historian James L. 

Haley called The Buffalo War (or the Red River Indian Uprising of 1874). General Sheridan 

planned a converging columns strategy that included a four-directional attack employing five 

columns of infantry and cavalry converging on the Panhandle. Major William R. Price, colonels 
                                                
59 Haley, The Buffalo War, 35-36; Benjamin R. Kracht, “Kiowa Religion: An Ethnohistorical Analysis of Ritual 
Symbolism, 1832-1987,” Southern Methodist University, Department of Anthropology, Ph.D. Dissertation, August 
12, 1989, Part 1, 448.  
 
60 Haley, The Buffalo War, 35-36. For an excellent account of Adobe Walls history and archeology see T. Lindsay 
Baker and Billy R. Harrison, Adobe Walls: The History and Archeology of the 1874 Trading Post (College Station, 
Tex: Texas A&M University Press, 1986). 
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Nelson A. Miles, George Buell, Ranald S. Mackenzie, and Lieutenant Colonel John Davidson 

led the columns. Mackenzie captured Comanchero Jose Pidea Tafoya. And after Mackenzie 

threatened to hang Tafoya, Tafoya led Mackenzie to the Comanches’ camps in the Palo Duro 

canyon lands. Tafoya led the U.S. army directly to the Comanche hideout. Later Comanche 

headmen Quanah Parker claimed he would “broil that old Mexican alive if he ever met him 

again.”61  

The Battle of Palo Duro Canyon left three Indians and one white man dead. Sheridan 

ordered the officers to keep the hostile Indians constantly on the move so they would not have 

enough time to hunt and procure provisions. Mackenzie’s forces captured nearly 2,000 horses 

among the Indians. Some of the horses were given to scouts, but soldiers shot most of the ponies. 

The army destroyed most of the Kiowas and Comanches’ supplies, including their entire winter 

food rations. Once the Comanches and Kiowas returned to the reservations under military escort 

the federal agents counted heads, set up annuity rolls, and established a new order among the 

once defiant bands of Comanches and Kiowas, many of the leaders and warriors incarcerated in 

federal prisons. Many Kiowas served time at the Fort Marion prison in Florida.62 

The war provided some important environmental data. As the U.S. market economy 

expanded into the upper Red River, so did observant federal military and topographic 

expeditions. U.S. military aide Jacob Strum’s account of the end of the war illuminated 

Comanche watering holes, campsites, and landmarks. In 1875 Strum accompanied the defeated 

                                                
61 J. Evetts Haley, “The Comanchero Trade,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 38:3 (January 1935), 175. Charles 
Goodnight claimed Tafoya “knew the plains from the Palo Duro to the Concho by heart.” 
 
62 Anderson, Conquest of Texas, 358; William H. Leckie, “The Red River War, 1874-1875,” Panhandle-Plains 
Historical Review 29 (1956); Joe F. Taylor, comp, “The Indian Campaign on the Staked Plains, 1874-1875,” 
Panhandle-Plains Historical Review 34 (1961), 35 (1962); Robert Goldthwaite Carter, On the Border with 
Mackenzie,; or, Winning West Texas from the Comanches (Washington, D.C.: Eynon Printing Company, Inc., 
1935), 473-523; William T. Hagan, United States-Comanche Relations: The Reservation Years (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1976), 110-117. 
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Comanche band of Quahadas or Kwahadis (Antelopes) from their hideout in the Llano Estacado 

back to their reservation in Indian Territory. The Comanches, led by Quanah Parker and Eschiti, 

related place-names to Strum, indicating Blowing Mountain, Juniper-Lined Creek, Excrement 

Hill, A-Good-Place-To-Camp-With-Cottonwoods-and-Springs, a creek called Little Bit of Water 

Most of the Time, and Trader’s Creek—toponyms indicating extensive local ecological 

knowledge.63  The Strum account detailed important environmental conditions from the 

Comanche perspective. The army, making notes of Comanche topography, built observation 

posts on important Comanche landmarks like Signal Mountain, six miles west of the Fort Sill, 

“as if to claim the landmark as its own…in anticipation of Comanche defeat.”64 

In 1876, the federal government ordered Lieutenant Ernest Howard Ruffner, Chief 

Engineer of the Department of the Missouri, to leave his post in Leavenworth, Kansas, to make a 

detailed “Prismatic Compass and Theodolite and Stadia Line Survey” of the upper Red River and 

its headwaters. The expedition mapped the land and water, locating water resources and 

describing the lay of the land for future military expeditions. The Ruffner Expedition attempted 

to make order out of the upper Red River Valley for the federal government, a valley that until 

then was left for the most part to the whites’ imagination. The expedition made a scientific 

endeavor of the mission, collecting flora and fauna, and taking notes on botany, geology, 

ornithology, meteorology, entomology, and herpetology. War Department draftsman Adolph 

Hunnius, a German-born Civil War veteran, made topographical drawings, penciled sketches, 

                                                
63 Baker, ed. The Texas Red River Country, ix-x. 
 
64 Daniel J. Gelo, “‘Comanche Land and Ever Has Been’: A Native Geography of the Nineteenth Century 
Comancheria,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 103 (January 2003), 289-291; Daniel J. Gelo, “Recalling the Past 
in Creating the Present: Topographic References in Comanche Narrative,” Western Folklore 53 (October 1994), 
295-312; Frank Collinson and Mary Whatley Clark, Life in the Saddle (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 
1997), 60-67; and Frederick W. Rathjen, Texas Panahndle Frontier (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1973), 95-
96. 
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took survey field notes, and collected specimens for future study. With the Comanches, Kiowas, 

and Wichitas now subdued on their reservations, the government sought to bring order to the 

peoples of the plains, and to organize the landscape in a more readable manner.65 

After the Red River War, the bison hide business sharply declined as the native ungulates 

reached the precipice of extinction, a significant event in Red River landscape history. In the 

latter half of the 1870s John Wesley Mooar, the avid hunter, spent time in Dallas, Weatherford, 

and Fort Griffin, Texas, exchanging hides and buying supplies. Mooar regularly traded in Dallas 

at Thomas Bennett and Company, dealers in hides, wools, and furs.66 One exchange highlights 

the growing scarcity of the buffalo, Mooar made $30.92 for sixty-six antelope, eight deer, three 

Bison, and one damaged bison hide. The exchanges in the 1871 had included fifty-one bison.67 

By 1877 buffalo hunters exterminated most all the buffalos in Northwest Texas. Only the rancher 

Charles Goodnight maintained a small herd running with cattle on his Panhandle ranch.68 

Many Red River settlers regretted and romanticized the passing of the bison, and it 

appeared to many onlookers as another lamentable but necessary phase in the progression of 

human civilization. Americans sought to make order out of the upper Red River valley 

                                                
65 Baker, ed. The Texas Red River Country, xiii-xx, 1-45, and 49-107. Includes original documents from the Ruffner 
expedition, including the “Official Report” submitted by Lt. Ruffner and the “Survey of the Sources of the Red 
River April 25th to June 30th[,] 1876” by Carl Julius Adolph Hunnius.  
 
66 July 25, 1876. Statement from Thomas Bennett & Co, Dealers in hides, Wool & Furs, Dallas, Texas to Mr. J.W. 
Mooar; June 16, 1876. Receipt for wagon load of hides delivered from Fort Griffin, Texas to Mooar & Bros., care 
J.H. Crowell, Dallas, Texas; June 16, 1876. Receipt for wagon load of hides delivered from Fort Griffin, Texas to 
Mooar & Bros., care J.H. Crowell, Dallas, Texas. File No. 2, Correspondence, Notes, etc. 1871-1875. Financial 
Documents Bound Volumes, 1876-1880 Box 1 of 2, John Wesley Mooar Papers, SWC.  
 
67 Statement from J.C. Conrad, Conrad & Roth, Fort Griffin, TX to Jno. W. Mooar for $30.92, September 10, 1879, 
File No. 2, Correspondence, Notes, etc. 1871-1875. Financial Documents Bound Volumes, 1876-1880 Box 1 of 2, 
John Wesley Mooar Papers, SWC.  
 
68 Rancher Charles Goodnight at the urging of his wife preserved some bison on his ranch. Later Goodnight crossed 
buffalos with cattle and produced the cattalo. Harley True Burton, “A History of the JA Ranch,” Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly 32:1 (July 1928): 34 and Earle, History of Clay County and Northwest Texas, 48. 
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environment and the elimination of the bison appeared to be a byproduct of that new order. Most 

settlers viewed that order in terms of making the landscape fit Anglo-American perceptions of 

the land. The American settlers of the upper Red River valley perceived economic output 

(prosperous livestock production or profitable store receipts), bureaucratic organization, and 

political consolidation as necessary tools in making sense of the landscape. But the environment 

refused to fit into pre-conceived Anglo-American notions that excluded local ecological 

knowledge.  

Before 1874 settlement on the plains was temporary in nature, at least for most 

Euroamericans. The environment seemed to limit the human possibilities. But by 1874 

colonizers began to view the upper Red River valleys as places for potential permanent 

settlement. Edward Grogan, for example, arrived in Denison, Texas, from West Virginia by train 

in 1874. The Grogan family met with land agents, wanting to establish a small colony near the 

Big Wichita River. The Grogans accepted company terms and moved their family from Denison 

to the Big Wichita Valley. According to Edward Grogan, the country inhabited by thousands of 

buffaloes made an excellent place for hunting and fishing.69  Transportation made continued 

access to markets easier for bison freighters and allowed them to expire the resources faster. 

Now those same military and bison routes became conduits for Anglo Texan settlement. During 

the same year Dutchman Fred Woolgast applied to the state legislature and obtained a charter to 

build a toll bridge for the government road over the Little Wichita River. Woolgast received 

permission to build and run the bridge, operating it until Clay County bought him out and made 

it a free bridge.70  

                                                
69 Registration Sheet of Edward W. Grogan, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
70 Earle, History of Clay County and Northwest Texas, 34. 
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Anglo-Texas settlements extended in 1874 from Henrietta westward up the Red River to 

modern-day Vernon where Judge Jonathan Doan established an Indian trading post on the Prairie 

Dog Fork of the Red River in the northern part of modern-day Wilbarger County.71 Doan ran a 

profitable business, receiving in exchange for his goods, furs, and robes from the Indians and 

buffalo hides from the hunters. In 1874 Jonathan Doan’s nephew, Corwin Franklin (C.F.) Doan, 

went to Fort Sill and spent two years trading with Indians and buying hides and furs. Doan 

freighted the hides to Gainesville and Denison, Texas, and shipped from these points to Eastern 

markets.72 Soon C.F. Doan joined his uncle on the Red River because the Indians treasured 

Doan’s Texas location. C.F. Doan reported “they [Indians] could buy shot and powder from the 

white traders [at Doan’s crossing]…but could not get that on the reservation [in Indian 

Territory].”73 The Doan family formed strong relationships with Comanche headman Quanah 

Parker and Kiowa headman Lone Wolf, who often visited Doan’s store, stocking up on goods 

restricted for trade in Indian Territory and “where they were always entertained….”74 

Doan located his store at a natural Red River crossing, a ford in the river. Soon a cattle 

trail crossed the Prairie Dog Fork of Red River at Doan’s Crossing, leading from Southern Texas 

to Western Kansas, and through the Kiowa, Comanche, Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Apache 

reservations. Thousands of heads of livestock crossed Doan’s through Indian country and to 

                                                
71 Jonathan Doan was a merchant in Kansas prior to 1872. And a merchant at the store in Ft. Sill from 1874-75. 
From 1875-1876 Doan carried and sold supplies to buffalo hunters. He established Doan’s Crossing in 1876 where 
his family arrived 1878. Wilbarger County organized in 1881 and Doan served as the first county judge one term, 
and soon returned back to Doan’s store and took up trade again.” Originally from Wilmington, Ohio, Doan migrated 
west to Eureka, Kansas and then to Fort Sill and Doan’s Crossing. Information provided by family members still 
living in Wilbarger County. Wilbarger County Historical Society Collection, 1959, Southwest Collection, Texas 
Tech University, Lubbock, Texas.  
 
72 Wilbarger County Historical Society Collection, 1959, SWC. 
 
73 Earle, History of Clay County and Northwest Texas, 47 and Jones, Wilbarger County, 561. 

 
74 Wilbarger County Historical Society Collection, 1959, SWC; Charles P. Ross and T.L. Rouse, Official Early-Day 
History of Wilbarger County (Vernon, TX: The Vernon Daily Record, 1973), 9.  
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markets in Kansas. For example, by 1885, at least 300,000 head of cattle, 200,000 head of sheep, 

and 190,000 head of horses went over the Red River into Indian Territory and onto Dodge City, 

Kansas.75 Doan’s Crossing, where the Western Cattle Trail crossed the Red River, afforded one 

route to markets for cattle ranchers. The other, the Chisholm Trail, crossed the Red River at Red 

River Station on the mouth of Salt Creek in Montague County east of Henrietta. It became too 

crowded by the mid-1870s to allow for cattle drives. By the end of the 1870s and early 1880s 

cattle ranchers frequented Doan’s crossing more often and C.F. Doan & Co. with two stores, one 

at Doan’s Crossing and the other at Vernon, Texas, grew rapidly.  

Many colonizers followed Doan, and by the end of the 1870s the floodgates opened. In 

1879 W.B. Worsham of Henrietta established the RZ ranch in Wilbarger County with its 

headquarters near present-day Vernon, Texas. In 1881 Irish adventurer Thomas Boyle, who had 

lived the preceding twenty-one years in Australia and New Zeeland, established Wilbarger 

County’s first sheep ranch. The Boyle Ranch sold many pounds of wool in Vernon. Daniel 

Waggoner and Sons, the largest ranching outfit in the county, started bringing livestock to 

Wilbarger in 1879.76 The town of Vernon grew, as men like Doan and J.E. Lutz worked to 

extend Anglo-American settlement to the Texas Panhandle and the upper reaches of the Red 

River canyon lands. Lutz operated the U.S. mail wagon trains in the region, keeping mail moving 

and government business operating. State senator Temple Houston lived at Mobeetie, where he 

represented the Panhandle district, and often rode with Lutz over the Northwest Texas 

landscape.77 The presence of the merchant-class Doan family, the politico Houston family, the 

                                                
75 Registration Sheet of J.E. Lutz, “Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas,” Vertical File, CAH; Earle, History of 
Clay County and Northwest Texas, 47; and Jones, Wilbarger County, 561. 

 
76 Jones, Wilbarger County, 562. 
 
77 Registration Sheet of J.E. Lutz, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, Vertical File, CAH. 
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government bureaucrat Lutz family, and the establishment of the cattle barons exemplified the 

expansion of the nation state and the U.S. market revolution onto the Southern Plains.  

The Doans and their associates propagated the process. They stocked stores purchasing 

wholesale supplies in Denison, Sherman, Gainesville, and later Wichita Falls, freighting them 

into Vernon. The newfound wealth of the Doan family allowed them to build log cabin stores 

and adobe houses.78 C.F. Doan built an adobe house, stones for the fireplace hauled in by 

freighters miles overland79 and lived in his adobe house for the next fifty-one years.80 Cal Doan’s 

success in the grocery business and his establishment of an adobe dwelling represented a new era 

for Anglo American colonization in the region. 

Competition between Amerindians and Euroamericans for upper Red River plains 

resources reached a crescendo with the Red River War. After the war Anglo Americans forced 

Plains Indians onto reservations and placed a European derived system over the previous upper 

Red River cultural landscape. Euroamerican cultural persistence, which can be seen in nineteenth 

century domestic architecture, such as that of Doan’s log cabin stores and stone house, ignored 

local ecological knowledge. Cultural and environmental variables influenced the contest for 

plains resources and the conflict ultimately reshaped the cultural landscape. In cultural and 

ecological context the environmental limits to what humans could produce and sustain became 

obvious. The historical relationship between society and environment in the upper Red River 

valley displayed an attempt by humans to make order out of a plains environment, and often that 

attempt led to violence and conflict.  

                                                
78 Jones, Wilbarger County, 557-558 and Registration Sheet of J. Gordon Brown, “Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, 
Texas,” Vertical File, CAH. 
 
79 Jones, Wilbarger County, 561. 
 
80 Wilbarger County Historical Society Collection, 1959, SWC. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

NESTERS AND TOWNBUILDERS 
 

As the wind howled across the Southern Plains and the snow fell, John G. Hardin and his 

family huddled underground in their home, just miles south of the Red River. They sought 

shelter from the elements, especially the wind blowing across the treeless plains. The dugout, a 

rectangular hole in the ground, lacked a door, and Hardin used canvas from the wagon to 

improvise one. As the family hunkered down, snow accumulated on the canvas door to five or 

six inches. One of Hardin’s milk cows roamed above on the snow-covered farmstead, searching 

for shelter from the wind. The cow fell through the canvas sheet into the dugout and sat peering 

in confusion at Hardin. Hardin later wrote that he gestured toward the hole and with a jump and 

buck the cow climbed up the dirt stairs and ran as fast as possible, dragging in tow the wagon 

sheet. Hardin sprinted after the milk cow to recover his door.1  

John G. Hardin lived in a community of dugouts in Northwest Texas called Nesterville. 

Such a community of humans dug into the plains struck a curious resemblance to prairies dogs 

and the prairie dog villages that filled the same landscape. The dogs poked their heads about in 

search of grass and predators—rattlesnakes, wolves, coyotes, and hawks. The burrows not only 

performed a role as defense mechanisms against predators, they also were well adapted for a 

Southern Plains environment. Year round prairie dogs and humans stayed in their burrows 

seeking relief from extreme temperatures and violent thunderstorms.2  

                                                
1 John Gerham Hardin born August 26, 1854 in Tipper County, Mississippi moved with his family to Dyer County, 
Tennessee at the age of 3. He later settled in Texas. Harry Howard Hayes, “John Gerham Hardin: Philanthropist,” 
(MA Thesis, Hardin-Simmons University, 1940), 37-38 and John Gerham Hardin, Life Story of John Gerham 
Hardin (Dallas, TX: Baptist Foundation of Texas, 1939). 
 
2 “Prairie Dog Town History” Pamphlet, Museum of the Great Plains, Lawton, Oklahoma; Registration Sheet of 
Arthus C. Howard, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, Vertical File, CAH; and Del Weniger, The Explorers’ 
Texas: The Animals They Found, Volume 2 (Austin: Eakin Press, 1997), 134-136.  
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Scots-Irish settlers like John G. Hardin significantly shaped the patterns of settlement, 

land use, and society on the plains, just as did the prairie dogs, but Hardin brought some cultural 

baggage along to the plains, including the market economy and his “bellicose non-conformist 

heritage.”3 Germans, Anglos, French, and a variety of other groups also shaped the landscape, 

bringing with them their traditional stock-raising and building practices. 4  

Euroamericans of varying ethnic groups and classes lived in dugouts digging rectangular 

holes in the ground and covering them with wood poles gathered from creek valleys. When 

lumber became available, those who could afford it built frame houses. Charles Goodnight, 

Samuel Burk Burnett, and John Gerham Hardin, all future “leading” citizens, made their first 

homes in the upper Red River valleys in dugouts.5 In Clay County, for example, physician Dr. F. 

Johnson built the first wood frame house, indicating the well off led the way in the transition 

from dugout to frame house. 6 This transition from dugouts to framed houses on the plains of the 

upper Red River valleys represented cultural persistence and the attempt to make order on the 

individual level.  

The previous two chapters highlighted the nation-state’s attempt to make order out of 

terra incognita and the nature of the contested plains. But an environmental history of the upper 

Red River requires more than a new look at state and environmental relationships, it demands a 

study of the actual Euroamerican settlers and their resource needs: specifically water, food, 

                                                
 
3 E. Estyn Evans, “The Scotch-Irish: Their Cultural Adaptations and Heritage in the American Old West,” Essays in 
Scotch-Irish History, ed. E.R.R. Green (London: Routledge & Keagan Paul, 1969), 86.  

 
4 Terry G. Jordan-Bychkov and Matti Kaups, The American Backwoods Frontier: An Ethnic and Ecological 
Interpretation (Baltimore, MD: The John Hopkins University Press, 1989), 108-109, 138-139, 146-147, 202-203. 
 
5 Elizabeth Skidmore Sasser, Dugout to Deco: Building in West Texas, 1880-1930 (Lubbock: Texas Tech University 
Press, 1993), 5-7.  

 
6 Earle, History of Clay County and Northwest Texas, 16.  
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shelter, and mobility, or more technically their use of water and land resources, transportation 

methods, and vernacular architecture. The human communities in the network of river valleys 

from 1860 to 1882 shaped the upper Red River basin and a review of their actions allows for a 

ground level assessment of the interaction between society and environment. A more personal 

story of the upper Red River valleys comes out of the way actual inhabitants made homes and 

used their resources on the plains.  

For the most part before 1873, log cabins did not exist on the plains of the upper Red 

River. Amerindians preferred grass huts and animal hide lodges. When Euroamericans settled 

beyond the Western Cross Timbers and onto the rolling plains of the upper Red River valleys, 

the widespread use of log cabins halted as wood became scarce. For both Amerindians and 

Euroamericans, the dugout evolved within this cultural and ecological context. When canvas 

became important as the industrial economy of the United States grew and the “Market 

Revolution” rippled westward, both Amerindians and Euroamericans integrated the new canvas 

tent material into their housing strategies.7 Especially after the U.S.-Mexican War and American 

Civil War, military surplus canvas found a ready market with westward-moving migrants. 

Habitations on the nineteenth century plains, such as dugouts, often combined dirt, log, and 

canvas.  

                                                
7 Historians define the “Market Revolution” as the shift from an agrarian to an industrial economy between the 
American Revolution and Civil War. The antebellum era was a time not only of profound political change but also 
of great technological and economic innovation. The Industrial Revolution, which began in Europe in the 1700s, 
produced new inventions and methods of production, and American inventors further transformed the local United 
States economy with new innovations of their own. The impact of the market revolution on the Red River plains can 
definitely be seen in the absorption of canvas into plains housing strategies. For more on the “Market Revolution” 
see Paul Rogin, Fathers and Children: Andrew Jackson and the Subjugation of the American Indian (New York: 
Knopf, 1975); Charles G. Sellers, The Market Revolution: Jacksonian America, 1815-1846 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1991); Carol Sherif, The Artificial River: The Erie Canal and the Paradox of Progress, 1817-1862 
(New York: Hill & Wang, 1996). 
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Euroamericans used dugouts and tents as transitional housing in their initial settlement 

phase. But as hunters, ranchers, and farmers filled the upper Red River valleys the dugout 

became a necessary form of shelter—at least until wood resources could be secured from 

elsewhere. The community of dugouts called Nesterville in the upper Red River valley and the 

nesters transition from dugouts to wooden houses paints an interesting cultural and 

environmental story.8 The desire for order and conformity dominated nineteenth century Anglo-

American society, and the transition from dugout to traditional wooden house revealed cultural 

persistence and a search for order on the individual scale.  

A literature review of nineteenth-century folk housing in the valleys of the upper Red 

River basin reveals limited scholarly publications on the subject. Fiction writers fill many works 

of popular and juvenile literature with the stories of Old West life with tepees and dugouts, 

works with titles like Tipi, The Indian Tipi, Giants in the Earth, Dugout, and Tales from a 

Dugout,9 but few scholarly works provide an academic basis for the study of domestic 

architecture in the upper Red River valleys.10 Historian Everett Dick and photographer Solomon 

Butcher, for example, documented sod houses in Nebraska, yet sod houses are quite different 

                                                
8 Upper Red River settler S.B. Daniel, for example, claimed to be born in the Gilbert Creek community called 
Nesterville near Burkburnett. Registration Sheet of S.B. Daniel, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, Center 
for American History, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas. (Hereafter Center for American History cited as 
CAH). 
 
9 Reginald Laubin and Gladys Laubin, The Indian Tipi: Its History, Construction, and Use (Norman, Oklahoma: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1957); Linda A. Holley, Tipis, Tepees, Teepees: History and Design of the Cloth Tipi 
(Layton, Utah: Gibbs Smith, 2007); Zoe A. Tilgham, The Dugout (Oklahoma City: Harlow Publishing, 1925); 
Arthur Guy Empey, Tales from a Dugout (Freeport, NY: Books for Libraries Press, 1918); O. E. Rølvaag and 
Lincoln Colcord, Giants in the Earth: A Saga of the Prairie (New York: Harper, 1927). 

  
10 Mondel Rogers, Old Ranches of the Texas Plains (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1976); William 
B. Robinson, “Dugout,” The Handbook of Texas Online, Texas State Historical Association or the Handbook of 
Texas Online, s.v. “dugout” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/cfd2.html (accessed September 
13, 2008); and Ruby L. Smith, “Early Development of Wilbarger County,” West Texas Historical Association 
Yearbook 14 (1938), 54.   
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than dugouts, dugouts did not always use sod bricks.11 For the most part, western historians 

overlooked folk housing in the upper Red River basin and architectural historians ignore the 

unplanned structures of common people.12 The unplanned structures of the plains, those without 

blueprints and often improvised reveal important interactions between humans and the 

environment.  

Vernacular architecture comprises one effective vehicle to study humans as part of the 

upper Red’s ecosystem because folk houses (buildings based on mental images not blueprints) 

emerged from the collective memory of traditional people.13 Domestic architecture, a facet of 

cultural ecology—the way people interact with the environment—shows how different 

environmental opportunities and limitations posed themselves on humans culturally. Thus 

environmental historians provide cultural and ecological context for archeological relics and 

historical events.14 The word ecology itself means the relationship between organism and 

physical environment, and at the most basic level this defines human environmental history as 

the relationship between humans and the physical environment. The etymology of ecology stems 

from the Greek oika for “house” or “habitat” and logia meaning “teachings”—the term oikologia 

                                                
 
11 Roger L. Welsch and Solomon D. Butcher, Sod Walls: The Story of the Nebraska Sod House (Broken Bow, 
Nebraska: Purcells, 1968); Everett Dick, The Sod-House Frontier, 1854-1890: A Social History of the Northern 
Plains from the Creation of Kansas & Nebraska to the Admission of the Dakotas (Lincoln, Nebraska: Johnsen Pub. 
Co, 1954), and Pam Conrad, Prairie Visions: The Life and Times of Solomon Butcher (New York, NY: 
HarperCollins, 1991). 

 
12 Warren E. Roberts, “Folk Architecture,” in Folklore and Folklife: An Introduction, ed. Richard M. Dorson 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972), 281-294.  

 
13 Terry G. Jordan-Bychkov and Mona Domesh, The Human Mosaic: A Thematic Introduction to Cultural 
Geography (W.H. Freedman & Co., 2003), 59-61.  
 
14 Karl W. Butzer, Archeology as Human Ecology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982). 
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or ecology could literally be translated as “teachings about the house.” An environmental history 

of the upper Red River valleys and their settlements requires ecological and cultural context.15 

Historians slighted domestic architecture, which is unfortunate because historical 

geographers unlocked “ancestral memories and handiwork of common people” in their folk 

housing studies, revealing much about history, culture, and regional ecology.16 On the heels of 

geographers E. Estyn Evans and Fred Kniffen’s groundbreaking systematic approaches to folk 

housing,17 the prolific historical geographer Terry G. Jordan-Bychkov published “Folk 

Architecture in Cultural and Ecological Context,” and revealed “a key to culture history”—

adaptations, changes, and inventions humans made to an “ecological matrix.”18 Jordan-Bychkov 

produced a prolific amount of scholarship on ethnic and ecological interpretations of 

“backwoods” North America and specifically Texas, but ultimately shied away from the elusive 

and often very temporary structures of the upper Red River plains environment.19  

                                                
15 Jordan-Bychkov and Domesh, The Human Mosaic, 15 
 
16 Quote from Terry G. Jordan, American Log Buildings: An Old World Heritage (Chapel Hill: The University of 
North Carolina Press, 1985), 4;  E. Estyn Evans, “The Scotch-Irish: Their Cultural Adaptations and Heritage in the 
American Old West,” Essays in Scotch-Irish History, ed. E.R.R. Green (London: Routledge & Keagan Paul, 1969), 
69-86.  
 
17 Fred B. Kniffen, “Why Folk Housing?” Annals of the Association of American Geographers 69:1 (March 1979), 
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Geographical Review 77 (January 1987): 52-75. Quote from page 52. Jordan and Kaups believed Kniffen placed too 
much attention on relics and not enough time on their cultural and ecological context.  
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The cultural-historical geographers focused on the timbered areas of Texas. The Western 

Cross Timbers, especially around modern-day Young and Montague counties, produced enough 

timber to build sufficient numbers of log cabins. Log Cabins in the Western Cross Timbers have 

been widely researched and studied. Jordan-Bychkov studied the dog-trot house type, a dwelling 

consisting of two rooms of equal size separated by a breezeway finding “Ease of construction, 

versatility, size, status, and interchangeability endowed it with attributes [culturally and 

ecologically] well suited to the forested frontier.” Geographers even found what Fred Kniffen 

labled as the “I-house,” a two-story, one-room house with side chimney.20 Settlers built a variety 

of log cabins in the Cross Timbers with live oak. Builders preferred oak wood because of length 

of the tree trunks and the fact termites dislike oak. People felled the green trees with broadaxes 

and peeled the logs. Most cabins at first had dirt floors, but eventually inhabitants formed split-

log puncheons to build floors and protect the occupants from the bare dirt. The settlers not only 

brought with them their folk architecture, but also their peach trees, vegetables, corn, and 

livestock.  

As settlers reached the plains, sources of wood became scarce and the housing types of 

the Western Cross Timbers halted before the immense open prairies. Thus plains settlers dragged 
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or hauled post oaks from out of the Western Cross Timbers, or tried their luck finding sufficient 

wood in river and creek bottoms. At the western edge of the Western Cross Timbers the land 

formed an open expanse called the Red Rolling Plains. The Red Rolling Plains, bordered to the 

west by the Caprock Canyonlands and the High Plains was nearly treeless. Only a small number 

of trees and scrubby mesquites lined rivers or creeks.  

Settlers preferred forest-growth post oak when building houses. In large portions of the 

upper Red River basin settlers could not find any trees other than cottonwood or mesquite, and  

mesquite required special treatment for building because insects and worms could reduce the 

wood to a pile of rubble. Cottonwood, oak, and pecan provided better hardwoods, but this type of 

timber was limited to alluvial valleys and never available at forest growth. Some cottonwoods 

did thrive near the edge of the Big Wichita River, but their numbers were limited.21 Cottonwood 

logs often made up the roof of many dugouts.  

After reviewing land surveys and studying the trees in the upper Red River valleys, 

Botanist and Historian Del Weniger wrote that the Big Wichita River appeared “unclothed by 

timber through any large part of its flow.” Captain Marcy described its watershed in 1851 and 

1854 as having “but few trees on the borders of the Big Wichita; occasionally a small grove of 

cottonwood & hackberry is seen, but, with this exception, there is no timber or fuel near…”22 No 

stands of forest growth oak could be found in the region, especially in the Big Wichita River 

valley. Marcy wrote that portions of Wilbarger and Wichita counties appeared “entirely destitute 

of trees.”23  

                                                
21 Paul Watson, “Frontier Housing 1865 to 1890: A Theory of Housing Construction as Change and Continuity,” 
M.A. Thesis, Midwestern State University, 1967, 353. 

 
22 Del Weniger, The Explorers’ Texas: The Lands and Waters (Austin: Eakin Press, 1984), 43.  
 
23 Ibid. 
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Settlers preferred rock houses to dugouts but rock, like wood, could not always be found. 

When settlers located adequate stone quarries or wood reserves, distances often made it 

impossible to move the rock or wood to the building site. Daisy P. Ayers and her family resided 

in a community in Wichita County where Colonel Harris and N.H. Redding had built rock 

houses, but little building stone was available, and Daisy’s father built a half dugout using what 

little was left. 24 The half dugout made sense when building materials were not sufficient enough 

to construct an entire building above ground. 

To provide adequate cultural context for domestic architecture of the upper Red River 

valleys one must understand migration patterns, material culture, and the legal context for land 

purchases. Between 1820 and 1850 most early northern Texas stock raising occurred in the 

prairie corridor of northeast Texas—an Anglo-American cattle system derived from the 

Carolinas by way of the Upper South (Tennessee, Missouri). Stockmen from the Upper South 

moved into Northeast Texas, populating the region until the 1860s. From the grassy prairie 

corridor covering modern-day Denton, Dallas, and Tarrant counties Anglo cattlemen moved 

westward onto the plains of North-Central Texas in the decades after the middle of the century.25 

Evidence indicates that the Western Cross Timbers and Mesquite Plains were areas “occupied 

successively in the westward expansion of the Carolinas-upper southern herding system,” and 

with Spanish, Acadian, and lower southern Anglo traditions amalgamated to form “the western 

American cattle ranching complex.”26  

                                                
24 Daisy P. Ayers, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
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 178 

Cattle ranchers reached the plains of the upper Red River at the same time the American 

Civil War broke out in the East. In the years before and after the war many Euroamericans 

became accustomed to canvas tents. Major Henry Sibley designed the “A” or wedge tent, which 

due to its size, weighted the army down. The army stopped using them in 1862, and they became 

widely available to civilians. Settlers brought the tents onto the plains, creating tent communities. 

The J.R. Craig family, for instance, sewed together several tents and lived in them during the 

summer of 1885.27 Railroad man Ed Bonham recalled that the city of Wichita Falls sprung from 

“right in the middle of a prairie dog village” and consisted of a “restaurant and two or three Tent 

saloons in 1882.”28 Another early settler recalled one or two stores built of cottonwood logs and 

saloons “made of canvas.” Others called Wichita Falls “a canvas city.”29 On the north side of the 

Red River in Indian Territory canvas tents filled the new town of Lawton, leading the 

Comanches to refer to Lawton as a “tent city.”30  

In order to understand the legal context of settlement in the upper Red River valleys one 

must understand the history of public lands in Texas. Several successive governments ruled over 

Texas, including Spain, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, and the State of Texas. All played an 

important role for land grants during this period. For the most part settlers in the 1850s and 

1860s received land certificates issued by the governments of the Republic and State of Texas. 

Usually a County or District Board of Land Commissioners, the General Land Office, the Texas 

                                                
27 Watson, “Frontier Housing 1865 to 1890,” 88 and Ruby L. Smith, “Early Development of Wilbarger County,” 
West Texas History Association Yearbook 12 (October 1938): 69. 
 
28 Quote from Ed Bonham, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH and Mrs. Lula Lollar, Historical Survey, 
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29 Charles Clayborn Lindly, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH and Lulu Lollar, Historical Survey, 
Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
30 Daniel J. Gelo, “‘Comanche Land and Ever Has Been’: A Native Geography of the Nineteenth Century 
Comancheria,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly 103 (January 2003), 278. 
 



 179 

Court of Claims, the Adjutant General, or the Secretary of War entitled a grantee to a certain 

number of acres of land in the unallocated public domain. The government did not attach specific 

land parcels to a certificate. Instead the grantee found a piece of land in the public domain and 

had the parcel lawfully surveyed. The state did allow these certificates to be sold or transferred. 

The assignee, or the person who bought the certificate, then assumed the right to locate, survey, 

and patent the land. In 1836 the new Republic of Texas, wishing to build a tax base and 

encourage settlement, established headrights to populate the lands of Texas. According to Texas 

historian Thomas Lloyd Miller, “It has been said that land without population is wilderness. 

Texans knew they would have much land to sell. The more settled and developed the area was, 

the greater would be the values of the lands. It was thought that Texas could well afford to give 

away some of the land to enhance the value of the rest.”31 

The government granted immigrants headrights on land with the amount of acreage based 

on the date of arrival. The Republic and State of Texas also issued military land grants as 

additional compensation for service in the Texas military. In fact the government had little cash 

to pay soldiers and relied on land payments to supplement meager military pay. The government 

issued bounty grants for military service in the Texas Revolution. Each three months of service 

provided for 320 acres with up to a maximum of 1,280 acres. The heirs of the soldiers who died 

in battle would be granted the full 1,280 acres on the assumption that the soldier would have 

served for the duration of the war. The government issued donation grants for participation in 

specific battles, including the battles at the Alamo, Goliad, and San Jacinto and even for lesser-

known military engagements. Military service was not required for men to receive a head-right, 

                                                
31 Thomas Lloyd Miller, The Public Lands of Texas, 1519-1970 (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1972), 31. 
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but three acts increased the amount of land granted and gave special headright benefits to men 

with military service.32 

The government of Texas also issued loan and sales scrip as land certificates to provide 

for loans, repay loans, and generate revenue. Most of the loan and sales scrip covered costs 

associated with the Texas Revolution and paid off debts incurred by the Republic of Texas. The 

government authorized the president of the Republic of Texas to issue land scrip. President Sam 

Houston issued land scrip to purchase ammunition and munitions of war. The president of Texas 

also issued land certificates to Thomas Toby, who acted as land agent for Texas in New Orleans. 

The Republic and State of Texas also issued internal improvement scrip as a means of paying for 

infrastructural development in Texas. The state granted land in lieu of cash to contractors and 

investors. And finally the state sold lands in the public domain to fund the public school 

system.33 The state designated the lands of north Texas bordering the upper Red River as part of 

the Fannin Land District. The district eventually contained numerous land surveys based on a 

variety of types of land certificates from public school lands to grants for military service. 

The assignees of certificates located open land in the public domain. According to Miller 

“in land office terminology, the surveying of a certificate was called the ‘locating’ of the 

certificate.” Once the grantee or assignee found a desired piece of land, the owner of the 

certificate presented it to a licensed surveyor who ran the survey and prepared the field notes. 

The district surveyor carried out the survey in the name of the original grantee regardless of who 

owned the certificate at the time of the survey. Then the surveyor placed the warrant and the field 

notes and plat of the survey on the county map and forwarded it to the General Land Office in 

                                                
32 Miller, The Public Lands of Texas, 1519-1970, 31 and Categories of Land Grants in Texas, Texas General Land 
Office, Austin, Texas. 
 
33 Categories of Land Grants in Texas, Texas General Land Office, Austin, Texas. 
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Austin. Upon receipt of these papers, the General Land Office checked the land office map to see 

if the survey conflicted with any prior one. If there was no conflict and the patent fee had been 

paid, the land office made out the patent and a copy for office records. The government sent the 

original patent to the owner.34  

A review of the settlement strategies of brothers Mabel and Wilson Gilbert provides an 

example of the cultural context— migration patterns, material culture, and land ownership—on 

the individual scale. The Gilbert brothers, natives of North Carolina, migrated from Dickson 

County, Tennessee, to Fannin County, Texas, in 1837, bringing enslaved Africans with them to 

the newly formed Republic of Texas.35 In 1843 the Gilbert brothers established a cattle herd 

south of Bonham, Texas.36  The Gilberts fit the model of migration that the geographer Terry 

Jordan uncovered for common paths to the upper Red River plains. Like many Anglo settlers the 

Gilberts found the Mesquite Plains by starting their voyage in the Upper South migrating to the 

northern Texas prairie corridor, and then beyond the Western Cross Timbers.37 

In 1849 Wilson Gilbert, the more adventurous of the two brothers, traveled “the narrows” 

where the Big Wichita and Brazos come close to one another, or as described in one account, 

where “you can stand at one point and cast a stone into the Big Wichita and Brazos rivers from 

the same place.” In 1849 when Wilson Gilbert left Cooke County, Texas, for the goldfields of 

California, traveling across the Western Cross Timbers and into northwest Texas and through the 
                                                
34 Miller, The Public Lands of Texas, 1519-1970, 51 and Categories of Land Grants in Texas, Texas General Land 
Office, Austin, Texas. 
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Vertical File, CAH. 
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narrows, the wild-eyed brother claimed to have found gold in modern-day Knox County, but 

refused to tell anyone its location.38 Gold fever carried many Americans over the Southern 

Plains, and Wilson Gilbert got caught up in that rush. Wilson Gilbert returned years later to 

Cooke county with accounts of an adventure, but no gold.  

The levelheaded brother Mabel ranched, farmed, and lived in Fannin, Tarrant, and Dallas 

counties. Among the first settlers in the Dallas area before moving northwestward, Mabel Gilbert 

experimented with stock raising. Between 1856 and 1858 Gilbert made the first recorded Anglo 

attempt at settlement in modern-day Wichita County.39 Gilbert acquired a variety of land 

certificates and land scrip, locating landholdings in northern Wichita County. Texas General 

Land Office records indicate Mabel Gilbert as the patentee of at least four abstracts including 

portions of Byrant Brown’s third-class headright grant and Nepomuceus Salinos’s second-class 

headright grant. Mabel Gilbert had the lands located and surveyed. He also secured land scrip in 

his own name, the state patenting all the landholdings by 1862.40  

The early history of the Gilbert family in Wichita County illustrates the antebellum 

character of the country. Twice fear forced the Gilberts to abandon their homestead because of 

supposed Indian “depredations.” The first raid occurred only two months after the family’s 

arrival, at which time they retreated to what is now Saint Jo, then called Head of Elm, in newly 

formed Montague County. The Gilberts returned to their homestead in Wichita County in 1859, 

staying until 1862. With the onset of the Civil War and the military’s formal withdrawal from the 

                                                
38 Ibid. 
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Texas plains, Gilbert returned to Montague County. He did not resume farming and ranching 

along Gilbert Creek until 1867. The Gilbert family led a dangerous and isolated life and their 

homestead represented a relatively rare and fruitful spread on the Southern Plains.   

 Gilbert settled on a lot near the Red River, approximately 19.5 miles west of the mouth 

of the Big Wichita River.41 Here, overlooking the Red River he built two dugouts that eventually 

became log cabins. A former steamboat captain and steam mill operator Mabel Gilbert selected 

land near a stream now called Gilbert Creek that was fed by McFarland Spring. He put rocks 

around the spring and kept it clean. In the stream fish thrived and on the banks of the creek he 

planted melons and vegetables. Gilbert, said to have been a “good farmer,” produced many grain 

and corn crops. He also planted a peach orchard, which became a landmark for future settlers.42 

In some ways Gilbert’s dugouts acted as a fortress. From behind the sod walls, Gilbert 

and his enslaved Africans fought foes, be they Indians or Euroamericans. Buffalo trampled corn 

and grain crops, so Gilbert ordered the enslaved Africans to dig ditches around a ten-acre field, 

which they terraced with brush and pickets. The buffalo remained undeterred.43 Before Gilbert 

could apply ranching techniques successful in other northeast Texas counties in Wichita County, 

                                                
41 Deed Records, Wichita County, Book 1, page 10, patent number 1015, Abstract 261, Wichita County (2877), 
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transferred to William Crenshaw and Benjamin Priddy on September 14,1847. Between 1850 and 1851 the grant 
was conveyed legally to Mabel Gilbert through certain articles of partnerships and divisions entered into between 
Mabel Gilbert, William Crenshaw, Benjamin Priddy, and William H. Gilbert. 
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Falls, 29; Aaron Dodson, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH; and “Place Names in Wichita County,” 
Wichita County, Texas (1), Vertical File, CAH.  
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he died of pneumonia.44 Mabel Gilbert’s wife moved the family back to the confines of Cooke 

County in 1870 after her husband’s death.45  

In the year prior to Gilbert’s death, Henry “Colonel” Whaley emigrated from Cooke 

County, Texas, and opened a large grain and stock farm in what is now known as the Whaley 

Bend on the Red River near where the Red bends just below the mouth of the Big Wichita River. 

Mabel Gilbert’s ranch on the Red River at the mouth of Gilbert Creek was located about twenty-

five miles west of Whaley’s Bend. After Mabel Gilbert died, Mrs. Gilbert made arrangements 

with Colonel Whaley to take charge of her ranch. According to Clay County historian J.P. Earle, 

“she and her children would return to the civilization in Cooke County some seventy-five or 

eighty miles distant.”46 Sherrie McElroy, a historian of Red River women, asserts that “Anglo 

women on the Red River frontier were thrown every obstacle possible, such as Indians, heat, 

blue northers, bugs, a seemingly endless wind, tearing isolation, and violence. Some women 

sustained the challenge while others perished trying.” Without her husband Mrs. Gilbert decided 

not to face the environment of the upper Red River plains, so she moved back to Cooke County, 

where a widowed woman with a large family could settle more easily in the Cross Timbers 

region.47 

                                                
44 J.W. Williams, Old Texas Trails, ed. Kenneth F. Neighbours (Burnet, TX: Eakin Press, 1979), 290; Kelly, Wichita 
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that would later become part of the Burkburnett oil fields. 
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 185 

Whaley sowed the Gilbert place on the Red with small grain and would go back and forth 

and look after the crops. After cutting and shocking the grain on both his own and the Gilbert 

place, Whaley and six of his hands went up to the Gilbert place to haul and stack the grain, but 

when he came in sight of the ranch he discovered 150 to 200 Indians led by Kicking-Bird and 

White-Horse destroying his shocks of grain and burning his reapers and binders. Whaley and his 

men fought the Kiowas; the Anglos falling back slowly to a grove of trees. Whaley claimed he 

killed two Indians, losing only one man named Brock in the skirmish. The gunfight lasted for 

about three hours, or until about dark, when Whaley’s party finally escaped, swimming the Red 

River and making their way to a soldier’s camp a few miles distant in Indian Territory. Days 

later Whaley visited Fort Sill and met some of the same Kiowas he had fought. The Kiowas and 

Anglos recognized each other, but restricted their actions while under the guard of the soldiers.48 

The heated contest for lands continued on the Red River; the Kiowas not recognizing the land 

certificates and surveys of the state of Texas. Kiowas defined land rights in terms of access to 

grasses and hunting lands and valued camping spots and not in terms of land scrip from the 

Texas General Land Office. 

Gilbert and Whaley’s attempts at farming turned out to be primarily subsistence. 

Commercial viability seemed nearly impossible considering the closest markets were eighty hard 

miles overland to Gainesville or more than thirty miles to Fort Sill. Early settlers like Mabel 

Gilbert knew land conditions were excellent for cattle ranching and raising grains, but because of 

constant competition from buffalo, American Indians, and natural hazards—such as fire and 

drought—cattle and mono-agriculture could not thrive. Ultimately, Gilbert’s attempts at farming 

proved more productive and successful than his ranching enterprises, but with the death of Mabel 
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Gilbert, the family moved back east, the fields grew over with weeds and grasses, and the 

homestead slowly rotted.49  

In the spring of 1871 as the buffalo hunters and bluecoats filled the plains, “Old Man” 

Wilson Gilbert, the deaf but spry seventy-three year old brother of Mabel Gilbert, guided a 

surveying crew of three men from Gainesville to Fort Sill and across the old site where the 

Gilbert farm had once sat on the Red River in modern-day Wichita County. When the group 

arrived at the farm they found the Indians had burned out the dugout-house and only the chimney 

stood. The surveyors, although filled with fear of being scalped, worked unmolested. When the 

survey team finished their work, Wilson Gilbert directed the men to the “old Van Dorn 

Crossing” where the entourage crossed with difficulty. Trees had grown up in the road and the 

surveyors found the banks “awfully steep.”50 Weeds and cottonwoods had reclaimed the river 

crossing and the old federal road. The early 1870s saw a renewed effort by hunters and cattlemen 

to populate the valleys, and Wilson Gilbert guided many of the new generation of settlers—

surveyors, hunters, and cattlemen—onto the plains of the upper Red River valleys.  

The Anglo hunters found the plains of the upper Red River valleys full of elk, bear, deer, 

and antelope. Numerous bison herds roamed the larger tributaries of the Little Wichita, Big 

Wichita, and Pease river valleys and grazed the entire length of upper Red River basin up onto 

the High Plains.51 Elk roamed the Texas prairies from the upper Red River plains to the coast 

near Victoria. U.S. soldier Syman Redfield, who left the upper Red River en route to San 
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Antonio in the 1850s wrote, “Our spirits were kept constantly buoyant by the strange scenes of 

the country, mostly consisting of extensive prairies on which rove wild and free deer, antelope 

and buffalo on which prey the whole family of carnivorous animals but still their number is 

almost incalculable.”52 Bears also occupied large swaths of the Red and Brazos River valleys. In 

fact the black bear inhabited the whole length of the upper Red River basin. 53 In 1852 Marcy 

reported killing many bears in the breaks of the Prairie Dog Town Fork in or near what is now 

Palo Duro Canyon Park.54  

Cattlemen and bison hunters, skinners, and freighters intermingled and lived amongst one 

another, and oftentimes bison men became cowboys or even farmers. Buffalo hunters and hide 

freighters made similar types of housing structures as ranchers. As early as 1858 George 

Washington Allard claimed that when he camped on the Big Wichita River, “there were three 

pole houses occupied by buffalo hunters.”55 The pole houses consisted of poles obtained in creek 

bottoms and then covered by either hides or canvas. The hide freighters put tremendous pressure 

on the Northwest Texas environment. Hunters used hides not only for personal shelter and 

clothing but also for market purchasing power. In 1858 early settlers reported buffalo spread out 

across this portion of the rolling plains but as hunters like Joseph W. Douthitt killed all the 

buffalo, deer and turkeys, the bigger game in the region began to diminish. The likelihood of 

Euroamercians using hides to make shelters over the long term was not realistic and realistic 

only for the occasional enterprising buffalo skinner. Furthermore, Euroamericans viewed hides 
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solely as commodities to trade or sell.56  In the upper Red River valleys hunters made shelters 

based on a variety of other materials.  

An examination of three hunting families—the Thomas Buntin, Mart Banta, and Monroe 

Dodson families—reveals a transitive nature in housing strategies, as well as a strong inclination 

for cultural persistence among Anglo Americans. Hunter Tom Buntin constructed a dugout, its 

roof made of mesquite and cottonwood, in a hillside in modern-day Wichita County. Buntin 

replaced his dugout fifteen years later with a log cabin because he claimed it allowed for greater 

ease in operating a farm. Dugouts served basic shelter and sleeping purposes. Most cooking took 

place outside around campsites. For Buntin the log cabin represented a more acceptable Anglo-

American cultural pattern where dinner took place around a table inside a timber-constructed 

home. By 1879 Buntin, a former buffalo skinner, tilled thirty-five acres and ran six purebred 

milk cows. Many hunters turned farmers owned milk and beef cattle and planted crops, including 

corn and wheat, in fields formerly grazed by livestock. By the late 1870s agriculture started to 

replace bison hunting and compete with ranchers for fertile grassland valleys.57  

Equally representative of the in-migrating cultural pattern, the buffalo-hunting Banta 

family moved first to Missouri and then across the plains to Colorado. Finding the mountains too 

cold and wanting “wood, water, grass, and game all at one place,” Banta settled on Beaver Creek 

(a major tributary of the Big Wichita River) in northwest Wichita County where there was plenty 

of grass, water, and game, although he did not find the sufficient wood resources he sought. Still, 

he built a log house as soon as he could have the lumber hauled from Sherman in 1877.  J.H. 
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Banta and his son, Mart Banta, hunted and lived off a “diet of . . . wild turkey, deer, antelope, 

and buffalo” for the next four years, residing in a log cabin that symbolized a long pattern of 

cultural diffusion, helping to establish the deep-rooted European tradition of log cabins on the 

relatively timber scarce plains.58   

The Monroe Dodson family, another indicative group, migrated from Tennessee to East 

Texas, then and arriving in Wichita County in 1878. On the banks of the Red River, the Dodson 

family persisted and built a dugout into the river’s bluffs. The Dodsons hunted deer, antelope, 

prairie chickens, and turkeys and worked as bone pickers, gathering buffalo bones in the Vernon 

area. The bone merchants in Wichita Falls then hauled the materials to Gainesville. Despite their 

struggles, the Dodson family eventually developed a horse ranch on the Wichita River and 

opened a store, making the transition from dugout to framed house.59  

The ranchers changed the environment on multiple levels. As avid hunters, cattle barons 

and cowboys helped eradicate certain indigenous animals but also participated in a process of 

livestock succession. The change from wild indigenous species to domesticated animals altered 

the landscape. The seasonal and random flows of bison and their predators gave way to an 

organized market geared to the cattle industry. The new ranching economy sought to destroy 

predators and other animals the ranchers viewed as pests. The cattlemen targeted prairie dogs, 

wolves, coyotes, rattlesnakes, and a host of other animals and exterminated these native species 

throughout the upper Red River valleys. Animals found themselves defenseless against the 
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onslaught. The indigenous human inhabitants put up a much more violent resistance. But the 

Kiowa, Comanche, and Kiowa-Apache resistance and rebellion expired by the late 1870s.60   

The cattle ranching industry languished during the 1860s, holding at the Western Cross 

Timbers. But by the beginning of the 1870s the ranchers on the north prairies spilled over onto 

the Red Rolling Plains and prospered. Cattlemen Dan Waggoner, W.S. Ikard, and Samuel Burk 

Burnett arrived in the valleys of the upper Red River between the years of 1871-1872, and 

Charles Goodnight arrived some years later in 1876. The ranchers acquired large numbers of 

acres in northwest Texas and brought with them thousands of livestock that grazed both ranches, 

leases, and out onto the open free grass of the public domain. Many ranchers and their cowboys 

built dugouts and utilized canvas tents to make camp on the range. Riders built dugouts and line 

shacks near watering holes, moving from one grassy valley to another, grazing the ranges. 

Dan Waggoner provides a perfect example for the use of dugouts by ranchers and their 

cowhands as they expanded the cattle ranching industry westward. In 1870 Dan Waggoner built 

a dugout on the Little Wichita River in Clay County, establishing a headquarters for his ranch. In 

the late 1870s Waggoner moved his enterprise further west to present-day Wichita County. In the 

1880s Waggoner expanded again into Archer and Wilbarger Counties. Several cowhands 

working for the Waggoner enterprise made dugouts as the ranges spread west and north. The 

cowboys also built dugouts on leased grasslands in Indian Territory.61 By 1879 the state had fully 

delineated lines for north Texas counties and the open range became closed and fenced. Wichita 

County started to fill with farmers by the late 1870s and early 1880s.  As the process occurred 

                                                
60 Watson, “Frontier Housing,” 98-101 and Buckley B. Paddock, ed., A Twentieth Century History and Biographical 
Record of North and West Texas, Vol. I, 326. 
 
61 W.C. Kimbrough, “The Frontier Background of Clay County,” West Texas Historical Association Yearbook 18 
(1943): 129 and Knox Kinnard, “A History of the Waggoner Ranch,” The Panhandle Historical Review 16 (1943), 
15. 

 



 191 

ranchers picked up and moved even further west into Texas, to counties like Greer and 

Wilbarger.62 The Waggoners grazed lands and often moved on when the ranges became too 

populated by small farmers. The ranchers left behind an interesting domestic architecture 

successively occupied by the small farmers.  

In October 1876 Charles Goodnight explored and laid claim to the valleys of Palo Duro 

Canyon. When the cattleman arrived bison grazed below the canyon walls. Goodnight’s cowboys 

drove the buffalo back out of the canyon fifteen miles from the chosen grasslands to make room 

for his cattle. Cowboys spent two days moving supplies by mule back and herding cattle down a 

steep, rugged trail to the grassy valleys below. Goodnight constructed a dugout, a “temporary 

living quarters topped with cottonwood and cedar logs.” The frugal rancher also utilized 

“abandoned Comanche lodge poles as rafters.” Later Goodnight built a three-room ranch house 

in modern-day southeast Armstrong County. Goodnight built the “comfortable three-room ranch 

house” using native timber and without any nails. The famed cowman completed the ranch house 

with outbuildings, including corrals and a picket smokehouse. In the summer of 1878 Goodnight 

blazed the Palo Duro-Dodge City Trail, taking the first JA trail herd north to Dodge City, 

Kansas, at that time the nearest railhead.  Many Panhandle ranchers used the trail in subsequent 

years. But farmers and town builders threatened the trail drovers, fencing and breaking up the 

land. The competition for resources in the valleys of the upper Red River intensified as small 

farmers faced-off with the established cattlemen.63 
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The so-called “wire cutting” wars spread to north Texas by the 1880s. The 1880 census 

shows one hundred cowboys in Wichita County (sixteen of them African American, four 

Mexican, and the rest Anglo American) working on four ranches: the Burnett Brothers Cattle and 

Horse Ranch, Ikard Brothers Cattle Ranch, and two separate D. Waggoner and Sons Cattle 

Ranches. Farmers crowded into Wichita County alongside the cattlemen and cowboys, 

occupying old dugouts and staking claims to public lands. Some farmers retained cordial 

relationships with the area ranchmen but other nesters suffered the brute force of the competition 

and sometimes vice versa. For example, Allen Parmer (brother-in-law of Jesse James) worked as 

foreman for the 099 ranches, covering 130,000-acres in north Archer County. On an assignment 

to remove nesters from the confines of the ranchlands, Allen Parmer and seven cowboys kicked 

down the door of a dugout where Mrs. F. Matthews met Parmer with a double-barreled shotgun. 

Parmer backed down and never lived down the embarrassment. The nesters survived the bullying 

from the ranchers. Eventually the larger populations of farmers encouraged the cattlemen to seek 

lands further west.64   

In 1880 a small community called Gilbert (named after Mabel Gilbert) formed around a 

group of farmers near the location of Gilbert’s old homestead. The hamlet reported a population 

of 132 and consisted of a small store and a post office. The cattle barons and the cowboys 

referred derogatorily to the farmers as nesters because they lived in dugouts. The cowboys, 

especially those on the Burnett Ranch in north Wichita County, called the community of Gilbert, 

Nesterville. The hamlet appeared to the cowboys as a small town of nesters—a Nesterville—with 

dugouts for schools, stores, and houses. Although applied derogatorily, the name was accepted 

by the community and used by its citizenry. John Hardin and the Hardin family became leading 
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citizens in the Nesterville community and their stories highlight the life of common people in a 

community of dugouts.65   

A short review of the Hardin family displays the character of farming settlement and 

housing strategies on the plains, revealing the social differences between ranchers, farmers, and 

Plains Indians. Family patrons John Hardin and his brother-in-law Simon Peter Hawkins led the 

family onto the plains in 1879. After much discussion Hawkins convinced John Hardin to follow 

him to Northwest Texas, to settle on more desirable tracts of land in present-day Wichita County. 

With wife and child, Hardin and Hawkins with his wife and four children headed north in 

covered wagons. They covered their wagons—prairie schooners—with heavy canvas sheets 

called tarpaulins that protected their goods from rain, sleet, snow, sandstorms, and northers. The 

two families navigated their wagons through the Western Cross Timbers across Tarrant, Wise, 

Denton, Montague, and Jack counties and onto the Red Rolling Plains in Clay County.66   

At Clay County the entourage passed through the county seat Henrietta, a small village 

with livery stable, grocery, and blacksmith shop. The party continued across the Big Wichita 

River. After traveling north from the river for some miles, the group talked with a man named 

Waller. Hardin bargained with the man for his land. Waller lived in a dugout, or as described by 

Hardin, a large hole in the ground covered by a crude roof. Waller had collected a pile of logs, a 

valuable resource on the plains, and Hardin insisted that the logs be included in the land deal but 
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Waller refused, and the deal fell through. Both Waller and Hardin knew the wood was a valuable 

resource, and Hardin wanted the logs to use in building a home.67 

 

Fig. 4. Map of Diffusion of Domestic Architecture in Northwest Texas.   

 

The two families continued northward until they reached the mouth of Gilbert Creek. The 

section of land lying between Gilbert Creek and the Red River formed a fertile valley covered in 

high bluestem grass. The families dined on fish from Gilbert Creek and watermelons grown by 

local farmers. G.W. Darby sold Hardin a 120-acres tract of land for one dollar per acre. The only 

“improvements” on the land were a dugout, a shed with a grass windbreak, and a 23-foot deep 
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well. Hardin had all he needed except for wood. Hawkins bought 110 acres from E. Lewis for 

four dollars an acre. Hawkins land cost more because there were more “improvements.” 

Hawkins’s purchase included a log cabin, a dugout, and eighty acres of land in cultivation. 

Hawkins and Hardin now had land claims located two miles south of the Kiowa-Comanche-

Apache Reservation across the Red River in Southwestern Oklahoma. They filed the papers with 

the Clay County clerk in Henrietta (Wichita County still being part of Clay County until its 

formation on June 7, 1882). “We all lived in dugouts,” Hawkin’s daughter recalled, “for there 

were no towns nearby from which to buy lumber.”68 

Hardin and his family, “like the prairie dogs of that section,” dug their homes into the red 

earth, following behind the first wave of cattlemen. Hardin modified his dugout—a hole in the 

ground about sixteen feet long and twelve feet wide that extended five feet into the ground. The 

fireplace had been cut into one of the dirt walls. Valuable wood gathered from creek and river 

bottoms fueled the fire. Wooden poles extended across the open top of the dugout forming a 

latticework on which was piled heavy layers of dried grass and mounded dirt. The original 

builders of the dugout cut steps out of the dirt leading to the door. The Hardins found their 

dugout without door and the nearest place to find the necessary lumber hundreds of miles 

overland in Gainesville or Fort Worth. So Hardin spread the thick canvas wagon sheet over the 

doorway opening to keep out the cold rain and snow, but not always the animals—if not 

unsuspecting cows, perhaps rattlesnakes, scorpions, or prairie dogs. The Hardins brought with 
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them three mules, one cow, clothing, linens, a dresser, bed frames, six chairs, a galvanized tub, 

and the “Standard” cultivator. They fitted their dugout with their goods.69  

The families who lived in the Red River valleys faced all types of natural phenomena. 

For example, in the spring of 1879 the Ben Williams family had lumber hauled in from Dallas, 

and by April 1880 Williams and his family had built a three-room box house on a 160-acre lot of 

land. Holliday Creek ran through the center of Williams’s land, providing the new settlers with a 

good water supply. The family secured the necessities for existence on the plains—water and 

shelter—or so they thought. “An awful rumbling roaring sound” occurred one Saturday night in 

April emanating from a darkening and gathering cloud from the northwest forming a fierce 

tornado that flung the new home a half-mile across the prairie. Luckily the family had hunkered 

down in their dugout, which they “practically lived in…for the next two years and especially at 

night.” The cyclone set the entire family on edge. Ben Williams recalled: 

I was out in the field plowing one evening and it began to cloud up in the 
northwest. It got near and darker…I got halfway to the house…[when] a keen 
clap of thunder out loose…It thundered again and we all fell in [the dugout] just 
like a bunch of prairie dogs and pulled the door down. All at once one of the kids 
squealed like a panther, and pointed to a big bull snake stretched out on the bank 
of the dugout. 
 

Tornadoes terrified many red plains settlers, literally ripping their homes off the ground 

and throwing them around the landscape.70 

Storms, tornadoes, and fires all threatened the Hardin dugout, but they remained 

secure in their underground structure. One year Hardin purchased corn and hay to feed 

his livestock, placing the feed in a crudely made square pen. A fire burned the grain and 
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pen to the ground. It was an expensive loss that left his livestock shaken and hungry. 

With a newly built corral, barn, and supply of feed devastated, Hardin went back to 

square one. “I lost crib, hay, and shed,” Hardin recalled. “I had my dugout and well left, 

but not a dollar to buy any more feed.”71 Through all the elements the dugout survived, 

but all else seemed temporary and subject to random destruction. 

Some relief for Hardin came by way of G.W. Darby, who offered Hardin the store and 

trading post that he had established. Darby found the grocery business unprofitable because only 

poor farmers bought goods on credit, and he had no capital to keep the store stocked. Darby 

approached Hardin and, after offering a very attractive price, Hardin agreed to purchase the 

store. In the fall of 1880 Hardin paid Darby $50 for a log building, and the remaining store stock. 

As a result Darby, who had been postmaster, automatically transferred the office to Hardin with 

the purchase. Hardin moved the log building the one-half mile to be placed next to his dugout. 

Hardin was now a grocer and postmaster, still living in his dugout on the plains, doing business 

out of his log store. Darby moved westward to Eagle Flat (Vernon) and settled in another 

dugout.72 

Hardin’s business did well, catering to the Indians of southwestern Indian Territory as 

well as the cowboys and cattlemen of north Wichita County. “The Comanches flocked to 

Hardin’s store,” claimed one early settler “buying and paying for one article at a time—keeping 

Mr. Hardin busy. Some of the tribesmen would watch for an opportunity and take some of the 
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furs from the store, returning a few minutes later to resell them to the proprietor.” Hardin 

criticized Comanches and Kiowas for stealing from his store.  

Yet the Hardin and Hawkins families regularly stole wood resources from Indian 

reservation lands in present-day southwestern Oklahoma. Hardin and Hawkins, for example, 

contracted deals with rancher Samuel Burk Burnett to supply the rancher with large numbers of 

fence posts. Hardin and Hawkins planned to obtain the wood from river valleys across the Red 

River in Indian Territory. The federal government declared it illegal for non-Indian peoples to 

enter reservation lands. The authorities rightly believed non-Indian whites were stealing wood 

resources from the reservations. Acquiring wood from native groups required official permits 

from the U.S. government. Because the men lacked the wood resources in their own country, 

Hardin and Hawkins trespassed into Indian Territory without permits to fulfill their contracts to 

Burnett and Burnett knew that Hardin and Hawkins acquired the wood for his posts illegally. 

Once Burnett learned of a detachment of troops from Fort Sill heading through that part of Indian 

Territory and sent two of his cowboys to warn Hawkins and Hardin, saving them from arrest and 

federal prosecution. Such reciprocal favors between Anglo settlers strengthened community ties 

and allowed settlers to acquire wood resources from the reservations illegally. Later Hardin and 

Hawkin befriended a Comanche headman, whom they called Chief Jack or Comanche Jack, who 

permitted the brothers-in-law to go into Indian Territory and get supplies of firewood.73 

By 1882 Hardin’s store sat in the middle of “Nesterville” and appeared on a petition for 

the organization of Wichita County as precinct number two. Hardin’s dugout and now log 

building acted as a store, Indian trading post, post office, restaurant for Burnett cowboys, and 

county precinct. Hardin’s dwelling had become the center of a small community of dugouts. 
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Churches and schools even conducted their gatherings in surrounding dugouts.74 Community 

building and town making became part of a larger strategy of Anglo settlement. Eventually the 

nesters sought to live in log and frame homes and in towns.  

Nesterville was one of the communities and precincts making up the newly formed 

Wichita County.  The small town of Wichita Falls constituted the other significant precinct and 

community. The history of the city of Wichita Falls begins on December 20, 1836, when Sam 

Houston, President of the Republic of Texas, granted Thomas Toby nineteen land scrip 

certificates. On February 14, 1837 Toby transferred some of the certificates to Fielding Davis 

and Nolan Stewart. Two months later, the men sold the certificates to Albert G. Foster of 

Woodwin, Mississippi. On December 7, 1837 Foster relinquished the certificates to John A. 

Scott, a Greenville, Mississippi planter.75 According to legend, John A. Scott of Mississippi 

acquired the land where the city of Wichita Falls is presently located in a New Orleans poker 

game.76 The actual details of the transference of Toby scrip remains shrouded but what is certain 

is that John Scott of Mississippi owned the Toby scrip that would become Wichita Falls. 

Scott set the land titles aside in a trunk and forgot about them. According to local Wichita 

Falls historians, Scott assumed the land was just a desolate place far out in the Texas Indian 

wilderness. Later Scott’s heirs found the land titles in a trunk and made claim. It is not possible 
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to tell from the historical record if Scott did win the land that would later become the city of 

Wichita Falls in a poker game, but it is certain that the heirs of John Scott did have legal 

ownership of the land scrip through inheritance.77 

Surveyors made the John Scott survey on November 23, 1854. According to William 

Hudson’s field notes the John Scott survey contained treeless plains and only cottonwoods near 

where the plains met the Big Wichita River. The location of the land survey made a desirable 

place for a small community because the Holliday Creek was a good water resource, as 

witnessed by the fact that the Wichitas had made their own village on the spot.78  

The heirs of John Scott later learned that a railroad called the Dallas and Wichita Railway 

Company had been chartered on December 2, 1871, to build westward from Dallas, and this 

encouraged the family to have their land in present-day south east Wichita County developed. 

The Scott family had the land surveyed, mapped, and a town site with 188 blocks laid out near 

the confluence of Holliday Creek and the Big Wichita River. With water from Holliday Creek 

proving clean and drinkable the overall venture seemed potentially profitable. The family 

employed Merritt Seely as agent for the town lots. Seely filed a map on July 6, 1876, officially 

naming the settlement Wichita Falls. The Scott family wanted the main thoroughfare through 

Wichita Falls named Scott Street, but preferred the town be named Wichita Falls after the 

indigenous villagers of Holliday Creek and for the falls in the Big Wichita River. Many regional 

hunters, traders, and trappers remembered the original falls as a good camping place and for 

some years the falls made the area an attractive and unique community on the plains.79  
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Seely as town agent sold land for thirty-four dwellings and inhabited by 161 people.80 In 

1879 John A. Scott’s survey appeared on state tax rolls. By then Seely had filled many lots and 

blocks in the new town.81 For example, Dave Ballew, Joseph Barwise, and the hunter Tom 

Buntin had made homes in the town, hauling in posts overland from the Western Cross Timbers 

to build log cabins. But many farming townies lived in dugouts until the wood could be hauled to 

their home sites.  

The town builders designed the community with the intention of developing northward, 

but the town later developed primarily southward. It was also designed to attract the railroad 

from Dallas, but the railroad did not come. Instead in 1882, the rail came up from Fort Worth.82 

When the Fort Worth and Denver Railroad (FW&D) Company established the rail from Fort 

Worth to Wichita Falls, railway owner R.E. Montgomery became the new agent for the Scott 

survey, relieving Seely of his duties. Montgomery added seventy-seven more blocks and 

broadened Ohio, Scott, and Indiana streets in the growing downtown center. Montgomery sold 

most of his lots at the September 27, 1882, town lot sale, the day of the arrival of the railroad 

from Ft. Worth.83  
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In 1882 as the buffalo disappeared from Wichita County and the railroad arrived in 

Wichita Falls, a transformation in material culture and regional cultural ecology took place. The 

transformation reflected a slow process where hunters, farmers, and ranchers competed for 

regional resources and at the same time re-ordered the landscape to fit their market-oriented 

needs. The ambitious growth of Wichita Falls and the Fort Worth and Denver (FW&D) Railway 

tied the upper Red River valleys to the national and international marketplace. The same year 

Wichita Falls became the county seat of Wichita County, increasing its regional significance 

among local landholders. Gilded Age town builders and railroad magnates saw the future of 

Wichita Falls in very different terms than did the average farmer. The town boosters and farmers 

both saw benefits in growth and progress, but the two groups defined growth in different 

temporal terms.  

Rail lines and town-making ignited swift ecological changes. Men found work and 

money in development, but the development came and went fast. Environmental damage 

occurred rapidly and, in some cases was not repaired for decades. M.A. “Antelope Alf” Greene, 

a former buffalo skinner and Indian scout, hunted wild game in northwest Texas, selling wild 

meat to railroad construction gangs. Greene hunted and killed many deer, smaller game, wild 

turkey, different birds, and of course antelope, but not buffalo. Business expanded for Antelope 

Alf as the hungry rail construction gangs demanded more meat. Green set up a team of wild meat 

distributors, himself at Harrold, one man at Oklaunion, and another at Vernon, selling meat to 

the rail workers.84 Growth afforded work for laborers, but the over-hunting of game portended 

for Hardin and the local nesters less wild game in the near future.85 

                                                
84 Letter to T.J. Waggoner from Mrs. F.C. Baldwin, 2R297, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
85 “Aaron Dodson, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
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Over-hunting and the drought of 1881 compounded the problems for small farmers. The 

land provided little in the early 1880s, and settler took to gathering buffalo bones and hauling 

them to Wichita Falls because bones were worth $15.00 per ton. According to Hardin the years 

1881 and 1882 were the driest he had ever known, and the settlers experienced the greatest 

difficulty subsisting so far. Hardin claimed the sale of buffalo bones saved him and his family 

from starvation.86 Grocers like Hardin found times rough, and farmers like Ben Williams found 

local grocery stores empty. His family was forced to make trips to Gainesville and Dallas for 

groceries and corn to feed the stock.87 Once the development and railroad gangs passed, only the 

farmers and ranchers remained. A barren landscape and the bust cycle of the market gripped 

unfortunate laborers, who migrated on to other places. The façade of the Gilded Age boom 

cracked in the face of hard economic and ecological realties. By the end of the century all classes 

of peoples saw a newer more industrialized age approaching, but the benefits for many proved 

illusory—at least for the moment.  

The simple grocer and dry-land farmer John G. Hardin and the cattle baron S.B. Burnett 

both experienced railroads and oil production in the next decades that changed the economy and 

their lives forever.88  Log cabins and dugouts gave way to bricks, mortar, milled lumber, and 

steel. The transitional dwellings represented by log cabins and dugouts were products of the 

pioneer past and of the immediate environment. Stone, brick, and lumber homes were part of an 

                                                
86 Mr. and Mrs. John G. Hardin: Stewards Who Administered Their Own Estates. N.P. N.D. SWC.  
 
87 Ben C. Williams, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
88 The Hardins were devout Baptists donating $1,250,000 to the Buckner Orphans Home; $850,000 to Baylor 
University; $250,000  to Simmons University (Abilene, Texas), which changed its name to Hardin-Simmons 
because of the “generous gift;” $125,000 to the Baylor College for Women (Belton, Texas), which changed its name 
to Mary Hardin-Baylor, $160,000 to Abilene Christian College, and over $900,000 in trust funds to several other 
institutions. Howard Payne College in Brownwood, Texas benefited from the Hardins’ philanthropy. And Hardin 
Junior College, which become Midwestern State University was originally endowed by the Hardins. 
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Anglo-American concept of social achievement and cultural persistence.89 In a landscape barren 

of building materials common to Anglo-American culture, cattle baron Burnett hauled the 

foreign but culturally symbolic materials, primarily lumber, from Fort Worth—130 overland 

miles to build the first framed home in Wichita County.90 The Hardin family too built a frame 

house, but still the dugout remained. Hardin’s brother-in-law Simon Hawkins converted his 

dugout into a storm cellar, cementing it with brick and mortar.91 

A dugout once described by an architectural historian as a “primitive type of shelter” can 

be more accurately described as a transitional type of dwelling.92  Lumber, stone, and brick 

houses signified the beginning of modern living and cultural persistence on the Red Rolling 

Plains. The biggest environmental impact that housing had on the plains was not felt until the rail 

arrived in 1882, which allowed building materials to be delivered more easily. Landscape 

alterations in the form of urban development and suburban sprawl stem from these early 

concepts of social achievement and cultural persistence.  

The transitional process occurred on a local level many times over as the urban and 

related rural sprawl spread westward. Outliers of Wichita Falls—such as Vernon (Eagle Flatt) 

and Seymour—became settled by dugouts and then framed houses. By 1885 settlers found 

lumbered “box houses” common in Wichita Falls as the town became an agribusiness center and 

distribution point for building materials and people to the nearby outliers. T.W. Boone’s father, 

for example, hauled lumber to build his first house near Seymour in 1890 and took his first bale 

                                                
89 Watson Jr., “Frontier Housing 1865 to 1890,” 4.  

 
90 Ibid., 353. 
 
91 John G. Hardin, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH; Watson Jr., “Frontier Housing,” 95; and Hayes, 
“John Gerham Hardin,” 55. 
 
92 Sasser, Dugout to Deco, 5. 
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of cotton to be ginned in Wichita Falls. The R.F. Jones family arrived in Wichita Falls where 

their furniture was unloaded from train to wagon. The Jones family traveled from the Wichita 

Falls depot westward on to Vernon, bringing with them furniture and supplies for opening a 

general store.93 Despite environmental realities settlers organized their natural surroundings—

what American settlers perceived as wilderness, but what was really an ancient cultural 

landscape—into something more familiar and legible that fit their own cultural proclivities and 

sensitivities.  

What is even more telling about Anglo-American culture and the U.S. government is that 

the dominant culture wished to enforce that recognizable order on the subordinate—box houses 

and a matrix of towns and roads—on to the Plains Indians’ reservation lands. The Kiowas on the 

Kiowa-Comanche-Apache reservation lands stick out as a blatant example. The U.S. government 

found the Kiowas resistant to acculturation. The Kiowas refused wire fencing from the 

government and for the most part hated farming. Furthermore the Kiowas refused to inhabit 

houses. Instead Kiowas preferred tipis and arbors. The Kiowas made brush arbors, common 

among many Plains Indian groups west of the Mississippi River. Arbor construction varied from 

small lean-tos to large elaborate structures, and for the most part Kiowas built the arbors with 

brush. Arbors provided shade and allowed breezes to blow through. Many Kiowas lived in arbors 

during the summertime to escape the heat of the tipi. When temperatures soared, much of the 

sleeping and cooking occurred under the arbor. The tipi and arbor allowed for mobility. Whereas 

Anglo Americans on the Texas side of the Red River wanted permanent log and frame houses, 

                                                
93 T.W. Boone, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH; P.G. Kildow, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, 
CAH; and Mrs. Ethel Wright, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
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many of the Kiowas refused to live in wooden houses, instead desiring their own traditional 

domestic architecture.94     

After a review of Indian agent records anthropologist Benjamin R. Kracht assembled 

statistics on Kiowa housing from 1874 to 1901. The numbers illustrate the difficulty government 

officials had in inducing the Kiowas to inhabit frame houses. The numbers indicate that in 1874 

nine families inhabited houses built for them, but by 1877 only two families used their houses. In 

1879, 247 houses had been constructed for Indians, but by 1885 only 21 houses were inhabited. 

Indian agent Hunt believed authorities had failed at inducing Kiowas to live in houses. In fact, 

Hunt believed that living in tipis would be the last Kiowa custom to disappear.95  

 Several appointed Indian agents served the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache reservation, and 

great difficulty arose from the short and never-ending cycle of changing appointments making it 

difficult to carry out policies consistently. In 1890 Indian agent Charles E. Adams found 

“Comparatively few [Kiowas] have permanent homes; the camp being moved from season to 

season to suit the comfort and convenience of the family.” Further efforts to induce KCA Indians 

to settle down in houses resumed in 1892 when local Christian leaders assisted some Kiowas in 

buying lumber and wagons for building. The Christian leaders, Reverend John Jasper Methvin, 

Reverend Joshua Given (the son of Sitting Bear and Christian convert), and their congregations 

built several two and three room box houses.96  

A federally sponsored social approach to housing followed the religiously infused 

settlement strategy. In 1895, the federal government hired and introduced field matrons to the 

                                                
94 Steven M. Schnell, “The Kiowa Homeland in Oklahoma,” Geographical Review 90: 2 (April 2000): 161. 
 
95 Benjamin R. Kracht, “Kiowa Religion: An Ethnohistorical Analysis of Ritual Symbolism, 1832-1987,” Southern 
Methodist University Anthropology Dissertation, Augusts 12, 1989 (2 Parts), pt. I 476-477, pt. II 1034-1036. 
 
96 Ibid., pt. I 479-481.  
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Kiowas to visit Indian homes and help the women with cooking and cleaning. The following 

year the field matrons showed the Indians how to repair houses. The government built 117 

houses and repaired 64 in 1897, compelling Agent Baldwin to express the belief that the KCA 

Indians were accepting a more “sedentary lifestyle.” He said the Indians were “almost 

universally living in their homes, having abandoned their tepees and tents,” although many 

Kiowas did not live permanently in their house even after the land opening of 1901.97   

Imposed housing strategies proved difficult for the government to apply and it took more 

than thirty years for the authorities to induce 801 Kiowa families into Anglo houses. On the other 

hand settlement patterns established during the 1880s and 1890s had a more immediate impact 

on Kiowa band structures causing many to become dysfunctional. As the locus of power shifted 

from band to tribal headmen supported by Indian agents, the bands diminished in power. Instead 

of bands, distinct Kiowa communities crystallized in geographic locations, such as Carnegie, 

Mount Scott, Fort Cobb, Mountain View, Saddle Mountain, Anadarko, and Hobart. Over the 

years, the old band names gave way to names of geographic locations. For example, in Kiowa 

country, one might hear of Mount Scott Kiowa, the Rainy Mountain Kiowa, the Saddle 

Mountain Kiowa, and the Hog Creek Kiowa.98 The impact of the imposed “white man’s” order 

on the Plains Indians proved to be complex and multi-dimensional. 

The desire for order and sameness that dominated nineteenth century Anglo-American 

society revealed in the transition from dugout to traditional wooden house the strength of cultural 

persistence and the never-ending search for order that occurred on the local and individual scale. 

It also revealed the insistence of Anglo Americans to apply their own housing strategies and 

                                                
97 Ibid., pt. I 483.  
 
98 Ibid., pt. I 479.  
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settlement processes on to other cultures. In part because Anglos preferred uniformity but also 

because the federal government wanted order that they could understand and manipulate from 

the center.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 

MAKING INDIANS FOLLOW “THE WHITE MAN’S ROAD” 
 

 
Texas ranchers, American Indians, boosters, farmers, and federal and state authorities 

competed for the resources of southwestern Indian Territory (Oklahoma) during the Gilded Age 

and Progressive Era.  Federal policies of conservation and scientific management gave the nation 

state new tools for controlling the landscape and its people. By exterminating prairie dogs and 

wolves, protecting and nurturing bison populations, extending special privileges to large-scale 

cattle ranchers, and divvying up Indian lands into towns, lots, and wildlife refuges the nation 

state affixed a rigid order to the upper Red River landscape. The new federal policies disguised 

as conservation, efficiency, and scientific management allowed bureaucrats, wealthier livestock 

raisers, and land-hungry boomers to carve a familiar cultural pattern onto the landscape. 

Bureaucratic-business alliances allowed the Gilded Age cattle barons and then the Progressive 

Era homesteading farmers to attain more advantages in the marketplace and better access to the 

region’s natural resources, its lands, grasses, waters, and mineral wealth. 

The federal government slowly formulated an allotment policy in the region that 

attempted to placate cattlemen, land-hungry farmers, and private companies—an approach that 

opened Indian reservation lands to non-Indians.  Most Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches 

wished to keep their reservation lands closed to whites.  Allotments divided Comanche and 

Kiowa communities and the creation of the Wichita Mountains Reserve nationalized portions of 

Kiowa, Comanche, and Kiowa-Apache lands for public use and created wildlife preserves.  For 

many American Indian groups, the federal wildlife reserve represented the out right stealing of 

important natural resources and allotment meant breaking up grazing lands, kinship networks, 

and communities.  
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The period of federal reservation and allotment policies represents both continuity and 

change in native societies. The Southern Plains Indians found new ways to maintain their 

identities despite the government’s attempt to force Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches 

into a private ownership economy. The U.S. Supreme Court refused to stop allotment, making 

legal the theft of Indian lands and the denial of Indian rights.  The policies of allotment and 

conservation made the cultural landscape of Indian Territory, and eventually southwestern 

Oklahoma, more controllable and legible to an expanding nation state.1  

Four vignettes illustrate the process of making order in Indian Territory and the new 

shape of the cultural landscape. The first focuses on the Texas ranchers and their relationships 

with the Kiowa, Comanche, and Kiowa-Apache headmen. The Texas cattlemen negotiated with 

various headmen for grazing leases on the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache (KCA) reservation lands. 

The process tied Plains Indians to the rent-based cash economy. The second reveals the deep 

divide between Plans Indians and the nation state.  The process of allotment and the native 

resistance to the Jerome Commission (the federal commission responsible for enforcing 

allotment) represented the interests of many white Americans: religious reformers, boosters, 

boomers, and the federal government. The whites openly wished to change the communal beliefs 

and economic forms of redistribution practiced among Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-

Apaches. Americans perceived the kinship practices and the redistribution of wealth among kin 

as communalistic. Many reformers believed that the reservation allowed the Plains Indians to 

continue their customs.  The only way to bring the Indians into the private ownership economy, 

they argued, was to end the reservation system and allot Indians homesteads. Yet the designation 

of broad swaths of the Wichita Mountains as national wildlife reserves, the third exemplified the 

                                                
1 Blue Clark, Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock: Treaty Rights and Indian Law at the End of the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1994), 3.  
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general trend of conservation during the Progressive Era and the corresponding nationalization of 

western lands.  With the reserves, bureaucrats restored bison, exterminated wolves, and hunted 

deer, shaping their environmental surroundings according to their cultural preferences and needs.  

The final vignette illustrates the cultural continuity of the Comanches, despite the government’s 

attempts at assimilation.  The Comanches transition into the twenty-first century bares witness to 

the longevity and persistence of Plains Indian communal and environmental ethics.  

 

Fig. 5. Map of the Development of Indian Territory and Oklahoma.  
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Conservation and “the Gospel of Efficiency” allowed the feds to cloak a blunt legal tool 

in altruism. Yet early scholarship offered the standard narrative that progress and conservation 

went hand in hand. Historians Frederick Jackson Turner, Walter Prescott Webb, and Herbert 

Bolton wrote about the Southern Plains through Anglo-centric and deterministic ideologies. Such 

scholars of the early and mid-twentieth century viewed Indian Territory as an empty slate:  a 

frontier to be conquered, tamed, and civilized.2  In the 1960s, Samuel Hays, James Malin, and 

Roderick Nash launched significant criticisms to these traditional paradigms, offering 

agricultural and environmental histories that challenged the standard versions of triumphal 

history, challenging the definition of wilderness and exposing the real ecological limitations to 

human progress.3  Since then Donald Worster, James Sherow, and Donald Pisani solidified an 

environmental history approach on the Southern Plains, revealing failed irrigation schemes and 

the hardships of the Dust Bowl.   

Many scholars see nation states around the globe proffering an environmental dialectic to 

assert power by using definitions of “wilderness” as “predication of dispossession” and using the 

                                                
2 The following works follow the Turneriar approach to history in the Upper Red River. Harry Sinclair Drago, Red 
River Valley: The Mainstream of Frontier History from the Louisana Bayous to the Texas Panahandle (New York: 
C.N. Potter, 1962); Rupert Norval Richardson, The Comanche Barrier to South Plains Settlement, A Century and a 
Half of Savage Resistance to the Advancing White Frontier  (Glendale, Ca.: The Arthur H. Clark Company, 1933); 
Grant Foreman, Advancing the Frontier (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1933)  
 
3 James C. Malin was “the first historian to understand and make constructive use of ecological theory.” Through 
historical analysis of the Dust Bowl, Malin discovered that the relatively newly settled plains farmers would do 
better once they experimented with and understood environmental limitations. Allan G. Bogue, “James C. Malin: A 
Voice from the Grassland,” in Writing Western History: Essays on Major Western Historians, ed. Richard W. 
Etulain (Albuquerque, N.M: 1991). Also See James C. Malin, “The Adaptation of the Agricultural System to Sub-
Humid Environment,” Agricultural History 10 (1936): 339-72; James C. Malin, History and Ecology: Studies of the 
Grassland, ed. Robert P. Swierenga (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984); Samuel Hays, Conservation and 
the Gospel of Efficiency (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959); Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the 
American Mind (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1982); Mathew Paul Bonnifield, The Dust Bowl: Men, 
Dirt, and Depression (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1979).  Pamela Riney-Kehrberg has written 
the best new environmental histories on the Dust Bowl. See Pamela Riney-Kehrberg, Rooted in Dust: Surviving 
Drought and Depression in Southwestern Kansas (Lawrence, Kansas: University Press of Kansas, 1994) and Mary 
Knackstedt Dyck, Writing on the Bounty: The Dust Bowl Diary of Mary Knackstedt Dyck, ed. Pamela Riney-
Kehrberg (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1999). 
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aegis of “science and progress” as a rationalization.4  In the case of Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and 

Comanches this seems to be the case. The government viewed allotment as a way to bring the 

Plains Indians into the private ownership economy. The process of allotment privatized lands 

while the institution of a wildlife refuge nationalized large portions of what was left of the Plains 

Indians’ territory. The government deemed the Wichita Mountain Wildlife Refuge a pristine 

wilderness area that needed scientific management.  These cases illustrate the point that 

conservation masked conflict in the name of natural resources.5 

Historians and anthropologists, such as William T. Hagan, Donald Pisani, Thomas 

Kavanaugh, Blue Clark, Morris Foster, Benjamin Kracht, and Jack Dan Haley have revealed 

some of the social and biological history of southwestern Oklahoma, illustrating the socio-

cultural conflict that resulted from contests for natural resources.  Contextualized by the works of 

these scholars and new primary resource material from the Texas side of the river allows for a 

holistic interpretation of the Red River region. This interpretation argues that the nation state 

used conservation and allotment as tools that underpinned American expansionism.6  

                                                
4 Quotes from Douglas R. Weiner, “A Death-Defying Attempt to Articulate a Coherent Definition of Environmental 
History,” Environmental History 10:9 (July 2005): 404-420; John T. Cumbler, “Conflict, Accommodation, and 
Compromise: Connecticut’s Attempt to Control Industrial Wastes in the Progressive Era,” Environmental History 
5:3 (July 2000): 315 and 328; and Brian Balough, “Scientific Forestry and the Roots of the Modern American State: 
Gifford Pinchot’s Path to Progressive Reform,” Environmental History 7 (April 2002): 198-225. 
 
5 William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New York: WW Norton & Company, 1991); 
Richard White’s Land Use, Environment, and Social Change: The Shaping of Island County, Washington (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 1980); Dan Flores, The Natural West: Environmental History in the Great Plains 
and Rocky Mountains (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), Dan Flores, Caprock Canyonlands: Journeys 
into the Heart of the Southern Plains (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990); Dan Flores, ed., Jefferson and 
Southwestern Exploration: The Freeman and Custis Accounts of the Red River Expedition of 1806 (Norman: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 1984); and Dan Flores, "The Ecology of the Red River in 1806: Peter Custis and 
Early Southwestern Natural History," Southwestern Historical Quarterly 88 (July 1984): 122-140. 
 
6 Thomas W. Kavanagh, Comanche Political History: An Ethnohistorical Perspective, 1705-1875 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1996); William T. Hagan, “Kiowas, Comanches, and Cattleman, 1867-1906: A Case 
Study of the U.S. Reservation Policy,” Pacific Historical Review 40 (1971): 333-355; William T. Hagan, United 
States-Comanche Relations: The Reservation Years (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976); William T. Hagan, 
Quanah Parker, Comanche Chief (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993); Morris W. Foster, Being 
Comanche: A Social History of an American Indian Community (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 1991); 
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Texas Cattlemen and the Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches 
 

The Treaty of Medicine Lodge—a treaty between Southern Plains Indians and the 

American government in 1867—created a reservation of 3,000,000 acres and closed the land to 

white men, except for those on official business.  From 1867 to 1875 the Plains Indians, many of 

them forced, relocated to the federally designated reservations in southwestern Indian Territory.7  

As soon as they left, cattlemen and livestock absorbed their void on the Texas-side of the Red 

River. For example, in the 1870s, Dan Waggoner and son William T. (Tom) Waggoner 

established the 3D Ranch on the Pease River in the northwestern portion of Wichita County, 

Texas, which bordered the Red River.8  Cattle baron Samuel Burke Burnett (1849-1922) also 

found the upper Red River valleys in the mid-1870s. In the winter of 1874 Burnett brought 1,300 

head of cattle to the Little Wichita River Valley, registering the four sixes (6666) brand in the 

town of Henrietta.9  

                                                                                                                                                       
Blue Clark, Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock: Treaty rights and Indian Law at the End of the Nineteenth Century (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1994); and Jack Dan Haley, “A History of the Establishment of the Wichita National 
Forest and Game Preserve, 1901-1908,” MA Thesis (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 1973). 

  
7 Charles J Kappler, ed., Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties (5 vols., Washington, 1904), II, 977 and Hagan, 
“Kiowas, Comanches, and Cattleman, 1867-1906,” 333. 
 
8 William C. Pool, A Historical Atlas of Texas (Austin, TX: Encino Press, 1975). 
 
9 Kelly, Wichita County, 8-9. 
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Fig. 6. William Thomas (W.T.) Waggoner established the Red River Three-D Ranch in Wichita 
County eight miles north of Electra, Texas. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas 
Tech University.  
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In the 1870s, some ranchers claimed that buffalo injured cattle and competed for the 

grazing ranges that the ranchers wanted.  To eliminate this threat, ranchers often massacred bison 

wholesale. By the latter half of the 1870s, bison driven to near extinction no longer competed 

with the cattlemen for territory.10 Burnett, probably with great embellishment, recalled, 

I recollect as distinctly as if it were yesterday when I drove my first herd 
of cattle into that territory. My journey ended in the vicinity of the present 
location of Wichita Falls, and it would be hard to imagine a lonelier or 
more desolate place. At one time the buffaloes were so numerous and 
threatened so much injury to cattle that I actually had a Mexican employed 
to follow me around with a large seamless sack filled with cartridges … in 
order to do away with the buffalo more speedily. On one occasion we 
killed three hundred buffaloes before succeeding in driving them from our 
herd.11 
 
With the buffalo gone, the prairies were soon “covered with speckled cattle and the 

festive cowboy,” the so-called “forerunners of an advanced civilization.” The first official 

meeting of the regional Stock Raisers Association occurred on February 15, 1877, at the Young 

County courthouse in Graham, Texas. Burnett, James C. Loving, C.C. Slaughter, Colonel C.L. 

“Kit” Carter, John Nicholas Simpson, Joseph Graham, and Dan Waggoner served as charter 

members of the Stock Raisers’ Association of North-West Texas.12 The Panhandle Stock 

Association soon followed in 1880.13 

                                                
10 Martin, “Samuel Burk Burnett: Old 6666,” 26-27; and Douglas, Cattle Kings of Texas, 353. 
 
11 Douglas, Cattle Kings of Texas, 352. 

 
12 Martin, “Samuel Burk Burnett: Old 6666,” 33 and Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Texas and Southwestern 
Cattle Raisers Association," http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/TT/ant1.html (accessed October 2, 
2008). For a history of cattlemen associations in north Texas see Mary Whatley Clarke, A Century of Cow Business: 
A History of the Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association (Fort Worth: Evans, 1976); James Cox, 
Historical and Biographical Record of the Cattle Industry (2 vols., St. Louis: Woodward and Tiernan Printing, 
1894, 1895; rpt., with an introduction by J. Frank Dobie, New York: Antiquarian, 1959); William Dusenberry, 
"Constitutions of Early and Modern American Stock Growers' Associations," Southwestern Historical Quarterly 53 
(January 1950); Chester V. Kielman, "The Texas and Southwestern Cattle Raisers Association Minute Book," 
Southwestern Historical Quarterly 71 (July 1967); David J. Murrah, C. C. Slaughter: Rancher, Banker, Baptist 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981); Lewis Nordyke, Great Roundup: The Story of Texas and Southwestern 
Cowmen (New York: Morrow, 1955). 
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In contrast, the Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches expressed little interest in 

raising livestock, primarily because scanty government rations did not allow the Indians to 

maintain large herds. Instead the Plains Indians ate their small ration of livestock, slaughtering 

the beeves for sustenance.  For the Plains Indians livestock formed a base for short-term 

sustenance, not long-term economic profit.  

For example, in 1875 General Ranald Mackenzie, Commander of Fort Sill, purchased 

3,500 sheep and 700 head of cattle for the Fort Sill Indians. The Comanches, Kiowas, and 

Kiowa-Apaches showed little interest in the sheep and soon slaughtered the cattle. Kiowa 

headman Stumbling Bear received one hundred head of sheep, but did not like the taste of 

mutton. The Indians set the sheep free. Some perished but others managed to thrive in the 

Wichita Mountains.14   

The cattlemen and American Indians made curious neighbors.  The cattlemen feared, 

exploited, or ignored the American Indians until both realized mutual benefit in a profitable 

business association. In 1878 large herds resided on the south side of the Red River, bordering 

the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache reservation in Texas and on ranches in the Chickasaw country to 

the east of the KCA reservation thousands more cattle grazed the plains. In 1878 the federal 

government installed A.P. Hunt as Indian agent for the Plains Indians. Hunt found the 

Comanches and Kiowas suffering from hunger because the government had calculated their 

annuities and rations based on the assumption that the Indians would be also farming and 

hunting.  Most Kiowas and Comanches despised farming and their hunting prospects diminished 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
13 J. Evetts Haley, “The Grass Lease Fight and Attempted Impeachment of the First Panhandle Judge,” Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly 38:1 (July 1934), 1-27. 
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in the face of the disappearing bison herds and reduced levels of wild game. For sustenance, the 

Plains Indians collected the lost cattle that drifted onto the reservation from Choctaw and 

Chickasaw country and those that drifted across the river from Texas.  

The government required cattlemen to pay fees for grazing the reservation and public 

lands, but the collection of the fees proved difficult, if not impossible, in the face of the large 

numbers of cattle crossing over the Southern Plains. The rush to move livestock from Texas to 

Kansan markets overwhelmed federal authorities and their ability to tax and regulate the 

cattlemen. The livestock trade forced a new phase of development on the reservation and public 

grasslands, which could not be stemmed nor regulated.15    

The Texas Red River country bristled with livestock and cattlemen recognized the 

potential benefits of grazing on the KCA reservation lands as they increased their herd size.  For 

example, Dan Waggoner and his son W. Tom Waggoner operated large ranches on the south side 

of the river.  W.T. Waggoner took the reins of the ranch business from his father in 1880, 

expanding their holdings to cover one-fourth of Wichita County.16 The 1880 tax rolls indicate 

that Daniel Waggoner and son had 100 horses and 10,000 heads of cattle.17  In 1881 the 

Waggoners increased their holdings in the county to 150 horses to 11,000 head of cattle. 

Waggoner’s growing herd (50% growth in horses and 10% growth in cattle) dwarfed most other 

herds in Wichita County. Except for the S.B. Burnett’s herd the next largest herd of cattle in 

Wichita County was about 200 head.18  

                                                
15 Ibid., 333-338. 
 
16 Louise Kelly, Wichita County Beginnings (Burnett, TX.: Eakin Press, 1982). 

 
17 Tax Roll for 1880, Wichita County Tax Rolls 1865-1910, Archives and Genealogy, State Library, Austin, Texas. 
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S.B. Burnett’s ranch fattened beeves for Kansan markets in Wichita County. By 1881 

Burnett’s cattle empire had expanded to 1,256 horses and 6,000 cattle, a decent size since it had 

been only six years since his initial settlement.19 But drought in late 1881 forced Burnett further 

north, over the Red River, and illegally into Indian Territory in search of water and grass.20  The 

move obviously paid off because in 1882 the herd grew to 7,000 head.21 Initially Burnett 

purchased 26,000 acres in Wichita County and over subsequent years expanded land holdings to 

cover 35,000 acres, most located in the northern portion of Wichita County near the Red River.22 

Although the cattle appeared on Wichita County tax rolls, many of the cows found their grassy 

sustenance in Indian Territory.  

The severe drought that struck the Southern Plains in 1881 forced a movement of thirsty 

livestock from south of the Red River north into Indian Territory. Cows sought grass and water 

and neither rivers nor laws stopped their hungry migration. Taking stock of the situation, Indian 

agent Hunt suggested leasing the lands and letting the Indians use the proceeds.23  While 

bureaucrats debated the legality of grass leases, the Texas cattle-raising industry swept onto 

southwestern Indian Territory reservations. On the west side of the reservation, cattlemen filled 

the valleys of North Fork Red River. Texans even claimed land in the region and formed the 

county of Greer from 1880-1881. Livestock from Greer and the North Fork also found the 

reservation’s grasses. The cattle’s onslaught now seemed to be coming from all sides.  As 
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complaints reached the upper echelons of federal power, the secretary of the interior requested 

that the secretary of war order the Fort Sill commander Major Guy V. Henry to assist in 

removing the cattle. Major Henry made it clear that there were over 50,000 head of Texas cattle 

on the reservation lands in question and that he did not have enough men to accomplish such a 

move. The commander advised that it would be easier to lease the lands. His superior, General 

Phillip Sheridan, concurred.24 

Soon the cattlemen supplied the Indian agency with beef in exchange for temporary 

leases, but government officials still hesitated. Some federal authorities, such as Secretary of the 

Interior Henry M. Teller, remained skeptical and again attempted to have the non-Indian cattle 

removed from the reservation, believing the non-Indian cattle competed with the growth of the 

Indians’ own stock raising efforts. Regardless, cattlemen proceeded with moving the cattle 

business into Indian Territory, building fences and corrals. Waggoner, Burnett, and E.C. “Cal” 

Suggs made allies of Indian headmen and intermediate leaders such as Quanah Parker, Eschiti 

(Isatai), and Permansu (Comanche Jack), established profitable relationships by the early 1880s. 

Many of these headmen eventually found themselves on the cattlemen’s payrolls.  Comanches 

and this group of headmen made up a pro-leasing faction on the reservation while many Kiowas 

and some elder Comanche leaders opposed leasing to the Texas cattlemen. The pro-leasing 

faction lobbied Washington and convinced Secretary Teller to allow the leases.25 

Shrinking ranges necessitated part of the move into Indian Territory. Farmers and small 

homesteaders fenced the lands surrounding Wichita Falls, the seat of Wichita County. Here 
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ranchers directly competed with farmers for land and grass resources.26 In turn, the large-scale 

ranchers fenced in tracts to ward off newcomers, securing exclusive access to land and water 

resources.  In many cases, small farmers were completely fenced-out and had access blocked to 

important water resources. The drought reached a fevered pitch in 1883 when the impact of 

fencing on small farmers and stock raisers became evident as crops dried-up and cattle bawled 

for water and feed. Desperate farmers began sabotaging the cattle barons’ barbwire fences in 

order to gain access to the much-needed resources. In most cases, regional ranchers negotiated 

truces with wire cutters, offering better access to water and grasses, including the cessation of 

fencing public roads and more equitable divisions of water resources. The days of open range 

and free grazing lands in north Texas were at an end.27  

The fencing and closing in of the land that followed the advancing railroads, 

homesteaders, and farmers pushed the Texas ranchers west to the upper Red River, into less 

populated areas, and north into Indian Territory. Before the arrival of the railroad, 51,000 cattle 

grazed Wichita County. In 1884, two years after the rail had caused an explosion in farms, only 

14,960 head of cattle grazed the county. Prior to 1882, individual cattlemen ran hundreds, and in 

the case of the Burnett and Waggoner families, thousands of cattle within Wichita County. By 

1884 there were no individuals running more than 200 head of cattle. Barbwire fences and the 

accompanying mesquite overgrowth that followed broke up the land and made it impossible for 

cattle to freely graze the plains. In 1885, the Waggoners began shipping cattle by rail from the 

small community of Harold, in the northwest portion of Wichita County, because they could no 
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longer drive their cattle overland to Wichita Falls. 28 Homesteaders broke up North Texas, 

especially around Wichita Falls, into small farms that mixed small-scale livestock with crop 

agriculture. In 1882, the Fort Worth and Denver railway brought to Wichita Falls and the 

surrounding area the barbwire for fences and new markets for crops. Ranchers, who had come 

years ahead of the homesteaders, had been pushed out and forced to look elsewhere for grassland 

resources.  

In light of the situation, the Waggoners and Burnetts formed important and profitable 

relationships with the Plains Indians. In 1884 Daniel Waggoner and son W. T. leased 400,000 

acres of land in Indian Territory and paid about ten cents per acre per year.29 Wise County settler 

T.J. Waggoner, recalled that after the Waggoner family leased lands in Indian Territory “I was 

moved up there. I was camped on Deep Red [River] … and rode the line from our camp … ten 

miles north, and kept the cattle west of the line; the man who lived in camp with me rode about 

the same distance south.”   The cowboys kept the herds on their leased grasslands and 

maintained constant contact with the Indians. T.J. Waggoner remembered “we did not see many 

white people during this time. There was lots of Indians around the country but they did not 

bother us except for beef, which we were forced to give to keep in their good graces.”30 In the 

mid 1880s, Burnett too expanded his operations into Indian Territory and became friends and 

business associates with the Comanche headman Quanah Parker. In many cases Burnett acted as 

an intermediary agent between the cattlemen and the Comanches. Burnett personally leased three 
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hundred thousand acres from the Comanches and Kiowas. The Plains Indians dubbed Burnett 

“Mas-sa-suta,” supposedly meaning “Big Boss” or “He Says So.”31 

Quanah Parker directly benefited from the business relationships with the cattlemen. 

Regional ranchers paid Parker for a variety of services.  The Francklyn Land and Cattle 

Company employed Parker for fifty dollars per month.32 Rancher W.S. Ikard paid “Quanah 

Parker $125 to keep the Indians on the east side of the north fork of Red River.”33  Burnett and 

Waggoner both had Parker on their pay rolls.34 Economic viability and political ties between 

Texas cattlemen, Kiowas, and Comanches made for “a powerful lobby” in Washington, D.C., 

and against the future severalty of land and ratification of the Jerome Agreement.35  

In the summer of 1884, cattle fattened on Indian Territory grasses went up the trail to 

Dodge City, Kansas. Between 1885 and 1886 the cattlemen made trips to Chicago with 

trainloads of cattle going to market.36 The rail to Chicago linked the upper Red River valleys 

with Midwest and Northeast markets.37 Cattlemen made large profits from the new market 

outlets and their arrangements with the Comanches and Kiowas ensured a supply of beeves. 

After legal grass leases officially began in 1886, the Indian police became more efficient, ousting 
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10,000 illegally trespassing cows and arresting several horse thieves. The next year the Indian 

police seized 2,500 head of cattle and escorted several cowboys from the reservation.  

The Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches began to understand better the value and 

importance of livestock in Anglo culture. In June 1886, Kiowa headman Big Bow, for example, 

lost seventy-five horses to thieves. Big Bow and Loud Talker tracked and pursued the culprits 

into Texas, where Big Bow killed one of the horse thieves. After standing trial, the court found 

Big Bow innocent of homicide, claiming the murder occurred in self-defense.38 

 In addition to the changed human relations, the leasing of grasslands on the reservation 

in southwest Indian Territory altered land development. The Waggoners purchased relatively 

small amounts of land in Texas during the 1880s and 1890s because “the easy lease of land just 

across the river was more attractive than purchases [in Texas].”39 Once the federal government 

terminated the leases in early 1906 and opened these once leased lands—the “Big Pasture”—to 

homesteaders, Texas cattlemen looked to West Texas for land to ranch on a larger scale. Many 

moved up onto the far reaches of the Big Wichita and Brazos Rivers.  For example, Burnett 

purchased 250,000 acres in Carson, Hutchinson, and King counties, establishing a headquarters 

in Guthrie, Texas.40       

At the peak of their operations in Indian Territory, American Indian historian William T. 

Hagan found that cattlemen gained access “to two million acres of range land at bargain rates.” 

Between 1885 and 1906 “grass money” annuities—money obtained through livestock leases—

input more than an estimated $2,000,000 into the Indian economy and untold amounts into the 
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coffers of Texas cattlemen.41 The Kiowas, for example, received two cash payments every year 

from 1892 to 1902. The government knew the lease arrangements provided Indians not only with 

money, but also another reason to resist allotment.42 The grass leases tied the Plains Indians to 

the local economy, but the Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches did not become capitalist 

farmers. Quite the opposite occurred in that the Indians kept alive communal redistribution 

networks, redistributing the wealth of the grass lease system to kin members equally.  The 

Comanches practiced communal care on a variety of levels that separated them from Anglo 

capitalist practices.  For example, Comanche headman Eschiti often sought “Good Medicine” 

from Dr. Sam Burnside in Wichita Falls for his young kinsmen, especially during the dengue 

fever epidemic of 1887.  Headmen like Eschiti redistributed money and the goods obtained from 

lease money equally among kinsman members and in a communal fashion.43 

The cattlemen and Plains Indian leaders worked to keep the leases operating in 

southwestern Indians Territory.  Kiowa headman Lone Wolf, formerly an anti-leasing advocate, 

changed his position on the cattle leasing issue. The Kiowa calendars record the winter of 1882-

1883 as the beginning of the talk about grass leases, in part because the Indians were starving.  

The Kiowa and Kiowa-Apaches agreed to lease rangelands, receiving payments in the summers 

of 1886, 1887, 1889, and 1890 and during the winters of 1887 and1888.44 Seeing the grass leases 

draw profits for the Kiowas and realizing the leases had the ability to block allotment, Lone Wolf 
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realized that the leases might block allotment and he joined Texas cattlemen to form a potent 

lobby Washington, D.C.,45 which prevented the break-up of the reservation lands for nearly ten 

years.46 

 In 1889 and 1892 contingents of cattlemen and American Indians lobbied Washington, 

D.C. Burnett, Quanah Parker, Lone Wolf, White Man, and Indian agent George D. Day all made 

trips to the capitol.47 The lobbying efforts bore fruit. The Kiowa calendars recorded the largest 

payment for a grass lease during the summer of 1892. Although the leases proved profitable, the 

government severely limited the lenghts of the agreements. Ranchers and Indians preferred long 

multi-year leases, which had the effect of delaying allotment but the government decided to 

legitimize grazing leases for one-year periods only. The Indians leased five tracts of grazing 

lands to E.C. Suggs, C.T. Herring, Samuel B. Burnett, Daniel Waggoner, and J.P. Addington, all 

cattlemen with long histories with the Plains Indians.48  

 The federal government threatened to end the leases when the process of allotment began. 

The reservation period had led to a transformation in Kiowa, Comanche, and Kiowa-Apache 

socio-economic systems, from a buffalo hunting economy to one dependent on domestic cattle. 

The Jerome Agreement, which the Plains Indians had protested since 1892, became law on June 
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6, 1900, and divided the reservation lands into 160-acre allotments. Thus the bulk of the grass 

leases, which benefited cattlemen and the Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and Comanches, ended as 

the allotment process re-transformed the landscape and again changed the Kiowa, Comanches, 

and Kiowa-Apache socio-economic underpinnings.49  

In 1901 congress made a major modification to the severalty agreement that set aside 

480,000 acres as common grazing land for the Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches herds. 

Agent Randlett selected the location of the 480,00 acre tract of common grazing lands for the 

Indians, selecting lands known as the Big Pasture in a 400,000 tract bordering the Red River. 

Randlett divided the remaining 80,000 acres into three smaller tracts, one east of Duncan, 

Oklahoma, another south of Anadarko, and one southwest of Hobart. Furthermore, Randlett 

increased the number of leases and reduced the total amount of acreage available to each rancher, 

making grass leases more profitable for Indians.50  

Burnett, Waggoner, Suggs, and other ranchers learned only the “big pasture” remained to 

be leased after allotment. Burnett and his attorney, Joseph Weldon Bailey, went to Washington, 

D.C., in 1901 to explain to President Roosevelt that they needed time to find new grazing lands 

and remove their cattle from the lands about to be opened. Roosevelt, a sympathetic former 

rancher, listened to the north Texan. The ranchers succeeded in modifying the plans for white 

settlement by receiving a two-year stay, delaying allotment for the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache 

(KCA) reservation.51  Yet slowly by the turn of the century, the opening of the KCA Reservation 

to homesteaders forever broke up the profitable grass leases between the cattlemen and the 
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Comanches and Kiowas. The end of the leases threatened American Indian communities and 

identities, but the Comanches, Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, Wichitas, and others persisted, finally 

emerging in the twenty first century as a significant economic force in southwestern Oklahoma.  

 

The Jerome Commission and Allotment 
 

The ranchers represented an old guard of Anglo-American settlers that had resource 

needs different from the new settlers entering the upper Red River valley in the mid-1880s.  

These boomers changed the political landscape of southwestern Indian Territory, clamoring for 

more lands, especially more farm and grazing tracts, grain fields, and town sites. The cattle 

ranchers and “boomers” had reached the borders of the KCA reservation during the Gilded Age 

and both eyed the lands greedily. The ranchers successfully negotiated the federal bureaucracy, 

often by brute economic force, while the boomers remained blocked for decades from the 

reservation lands.  

At first glance it might appear that a consortium of area businessmen, developers, 

farmers, and local, state, and federal politicians, of which the boomers consisted, had hired 

professionals and lobbied congress to “open” the reservation lands. Congressmen caved to 

constituents, but not to the land speculators. Instead, eastern humanitarians and Christian 

reformers, such as the Board of Indian Commissioners and the Indian Rights Association, pushed 

through the Dawes Act, which legislated allotment. The “reformers” believed that private land 

ownership would disrupt the Plains Indians social organization and would civilize and assimilate 

them into American society. Prominent reformers included Senator Henry L. Dawes, namesake 

of the legislation; Richard H. Pratt, founder of Carlisle Indian School; Thomas J. Morgan, 

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, 1889-1893; and Herbert Welsh, founder of the Indian Rights 



 229 

Association.  These men influenced government Indian policy between 1880 and 1934. 

Anthropologist Benjamin Kracht claimed that the reformers designed allotment and Indian 

boarding schools “to destroy the communal aspects of tribal life.” The reformers believed that 

over time Indians would grasp American ideals and values, such as individualism, capitalism, 

and free enterprise. The reformers believed that these concepts were essential to progress and 

“were alien to brown-skinned natives, in particular, American Indians and peoples of the Pacific 

and Caribbean….” Reformers influenced congressional legislation from the Dawes Act to the 

Wheeler-Howard Act of 1934. The policies “severely affected” American Indians, especially 

inhabitants of southwestern Indian Territory, diminishing Indian landholdings in Oklahoma and 

reducing many Indians to “paupers barely surviving on small allotments.”  

The Dawes Severalty Act of 1887 alongside subsequent legislation liquidated native 

lands in southwestern Indian Territory.52 In 1889 Congress ratified the Springer Amendment to 

the Dawes Act, providing presidential authority to negotiate land cessions. In March Congress 

formed a three-man commission to negotiate with the Cherokees and other tribes, including the 

Comanche, Kiowa, Apache, Arapaho, Cheyenne, and Wichita, who made claim to lands west of 

the ninety-sixth degree of latitude in Indian Territory. The reformers and boomers wanted to 

open the land to white settlement, eventually freeing fifteen million acres.  Chairman David H. 

Jerome (former governor of Michigan), Alfred M. Wilson, and Warren G. Sayre formed the 

Cherokee Commission, which later became known as the Jerome Commission. The commission 

negotiated “agreements” to open “surplus” Indian lands first with the Sac and Fox, 

Pottawatomies, Shawnees, Iowas, Cheyennes, Arapahos, Caddos, Tonkawas, and Wichitas and 
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then made the Jerome Agreement of 1892 with the Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches.53 

Under the jurisdiction of the Kiowa Agency, which oversaw the Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and 

Comanches, the Jerome Commission forced the agreement on the Plains Indians. 

 Signing a Jerome Agreement in 1891, the Wichitas saw their lands allotted in severalty 

and their reservation broken up by March 2, 1895. Congress ratified the agreement and 

government agents surveyed and dispersed the160-acre tracts of former Wichita reservation 

lands to each of the Wichitas’ 963 tribal members.  Land left empty after allotment became so-

called “surplus” available for settlement to non-Indians.54 The agreement rankled the Wichitas 

and subsequent negotiations with the Cheyennes and Arapahos caused consternation among 

those tribes. Word quickly reached the Comanches and Kiowas. The Comanches, Kiowas, and 

Kiowa-Apaches, historical allies of the Wichitas, had heard in full detail the Wichitas’ 

complaints against the commission. The Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches instantly 

became skeptical of the impending visit from the Jerome Commission.  

Jerome commission meetings began at the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache reservation, and 

most Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches banded in opposition. Comanche headman 

Quanah Parker confronted chairman Jerome on the dissatisfaction of the Wichitas, arguing that 

the commission had cheated the Wichitas.55 The Kiowas, who occupied the northern portion of 

the KCA reservation, had heard first-hand accounts about allotment from the neighboring 
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Cheyennes and Arapahos. Kiowa headman Big Tree said the Cheyennes and Arapahos had 

warned the Kiowas of the commissioners’ dishonesty. The Kiowas claimed they “saw tears” in 

the eyes of the Cheyennes and Arapahos; “we saw that they had nothing to their name. They are 

poor, they will be poor in the future; they had made mistake in selling their country. . . .” The 

defiant Big Tree concluded with a thunderous point: “If I were to come to your house … and 

attempt to buy something that you prize very highly, you would probably laugh at me and tell me 

you were not anxious to sell it. So I tell you, I am not anxious to sell . . ..”56 The Comanches and 

Kiowas put up resistance to the commission, displaying native agency that revealed deep conflict 

over the plains resources. 

Traditional histories gloss over the Jerome Agreement or present the federal 

government’s decision in subdued terms. Many historians argue that Indians agreed to allotment 

with little argument. Yet Comanche, Kiowa, and Kiowa-Apache peoples bitterly resisted 

allotment. Under the agreement the Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches “ceded” or 

“disposed” lands formerly held, at least for thirty years under the Medicine Lodge Treaty of 

1867, and accepted only 160-acres allotments of land from their former reservation lands 

composed of millions of acres.57  

The Jerome Commission only accomplished allotment of the KCA reservation after much 

bullying, patronizing, and out-right fraud. Pragmatic intermediate leaders realized allotments 

would soon be forced upon the American Indians and that it was in their best interest to negotiate 
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the best terms possible. “Commissioners came to dictate terms to the Indians without regard to 

treaty guarantees” wrote legal historian Blue Clark, and “came with fixed conceptions regarding 

private ownership of land, the democratizing effects of yeomanry, and the necessity for 

American Indians to enter the marketplace of competitiveness for private gains.” 58 The 

commission incessantly pushed these ideas on the Indians. But Comanches and Kiowas failed to 

accept the idea that private ownership and private gain best suited them or was even compatible 

with their communalistic culture. The Plains Indians even approached the Jerome Commission 

meetings in ways similar to which they viewed their lands, collectively as a common group. The 

commission sought to destroy this and all aspects of tribalism. To the federal government, 

common ownership of a reservation could not work in a progressive American society.  Private 

ownership provided the only route to civilization. The Indians countered this argument saying 

that their communities were not ready for such an economic arrangement and that white men 

who had knowledge of the private ownership system would use it against the Indians to trick 

them out of their land.59  

For many Plains Indians the reservation lands had become their homeland.60 Kiowa 

headman Tohauson argued “Many years ago when there was not many white people on this 

reservation my father, Tohauson, was told by the white people that one of the most useful things 

that Tohauson has was the land, when I became of age I was told by my father that I must not 
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give my country to the whites.”61 Tohouson inherited the land from his father. It had become a 

homeland associated with his ancestors. Tohouson could not fathom giving up his lands.  

Informed headmen and intermediate leaders understood the nature of the negotiations, but 

for others the arrival of the federal government’s commission to the reservation in 1892 seemed 

perplexing. It confused them because the Medicine Lodge Treaty of 1867 created a reservation 

system for thirty years, to be concluded and renegotiated in 1897. Stumbling Bear, a Kiowa and 

elder headman that had attended the Medicine Lodge Treaty council, addressed the commission: 

“before the thirty years expire the great father sends a Commission to talk to the people, that I 

cannot understand . . . .  We are not desirous of selling our country now, but may be in four 

years.”62  Eager to develop southwestern Oklahoma, the federal government and “boomers” 

rushed to make new agreements with the American Indians before past treaties formally ended. 

This hurry worried the Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches, and they wished to stall the 

agreements. Most Indians in the region agreed with Quanah Parker’s view “that the country 

should be opened now is too quick.”63 

The native perspective elucidated in the Jerome Commission documents highlighted 

many important environmental issues. Although the rhetoric of the federal government 

patronized indigenous groups, Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches vocally expressed concerns 

over land resources through their intermediary leaders, including Quanah Parker (Comanche), 

Lone Wolf (Kiowa), Big Tree (Kiowa), Whiteman (Apache) and others. Early in the meeting 
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Parker defended his lands and expressed the feelings of the majority of Indians, telling the 

commission, “You do not seem to understand; a good many are opposed to making any trade for 

four years and you seem trying to press a sale on them. We know that the Medicine Lodge 

Treaty will run out … but the land will be good.”64 

The commissioners started the meetings by reminding the Indians of their government 

issued rations, or as commissioner Jerome bluntly phrased it, the U.S. provided food for the 

Indians “as a father or mother gets food for the little children—because they [Indians] can not get 

it themselves.” The paternalistic comment attempted to legitimize Anglo-American dominance 

and the tenets of the “white man’s burden” by stressing the dependence of the Indians on the 

federal government. Commission member Warren G. Sayre rationalized the impending 

allotments in progressive terms, “You have all discovered as the white men have discovered, that 

we can not be still in this country … Changes come all the while to the white men and changes 

will come to the Indians just as well.”65  Change and progress seemed only natural, a progression 

of civilization.  The Jerome Commission patronized, “The government wants to help you clear 

your farms, build your houses, and raise your children.  The great father knows that the buffalo 

and the game that you used to have is all gone, and that you have to get on a different road . . . 

.”66 The Indians called this new road “the white man’s road.” 

Many Comanches and Kiowas criticized the new road. Most offered complaints based on 

the timeline of the action. Lone Wolf, an outspoken critic responded to the offer of a new “white 

man’s road,” 
                                                
64 27 September 1892, Jerome Commission Council Minutes Comanche, Kiowa, and Apache at Fort Sill, Indian 
Territory, File 061, Central Files, Record Group 75 Bureau of Indian Affairs, Kiowa Agency, NASR.  

  
65 26 September 1892, Jerome Commission Council Minutes Comanche, Kiowa, and Apache at Fort Sill, Indian 
Territory, File 061, Central Files, Record Group 75 Bureau of Indian Affairs, Kiowa Agency, NASR. 

  
66 Ibid. 
 



 235 

This commission made us feel uneasy. Being thus made uneasy about our country 
we have decided that the road that was made a long time ago is about the best that 
we can travel and because this road was made for us by the Government, through 
its representatives, and in the sight of the Great Spirit, that is why we do not wish 
to do anything that is disrespectful about the [Medicine Lodge] treaty and in four 
years from now they would be ready to listen to the Commissioners that are sent 
by the Great Father at Washington.67 

 
Lone Wolf defiantly explained to the commission that “this morning in council the Comanches 

decided not to sell the country and the Kiowas decided not to sell the country and the Apaches 

decided not to sell the country. And I do not wish the Commission to force us. That is all.”68 

Whiteman, a prominent Kiowa-Apache headman, expressed similar feelings “you are too soon 

for us . . . this new news is too new, we are not ready for it.”69  

The Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches that gathered at Fort Sill believed that the 

federal government’s commission was for the most part all talk and no money.70  And the 

commission talk—for a grueling seventeen days with a specific agenda fixed on bringing the 

Indians into the private ownership economy. The commissioners presented Utopian-like 

depictions of allotment and the capitalist economy that at times bordered on fantasy and at other 

times flat-out lies.  

The commission divided land into three categories: “corn-growing land,” “grazing land,” 

and “mountainous land.” The commission believed Indians would farm 80 acres of “corn-

growing land,” ranch 80 acres of “grazing land,” and willingly sell the worthless “mountainous 
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land.”71 “Corn-growing lands” or arable lands were virtually nonexistent on this portion of the 

semi-arid Southern Plains, especially since drought resistant crops had not yet been developed. 

Ecologists describe the southwestern Oklahoma ecoregion as “Bluestem–Grama and Mesquite-

Buffalo Grass Prairies,” that at the turn of the twentieth century consisted of among various other 

species, the interplay of prairie dogs, rattlesnakes, canines, livestock, mesquite trees, humans, 

and bluestem, grama, and buffalo grasses.72 Farmers found these prairies dry and not conducive 

to traditional row cropping.  For many Americans at the end of the nineteenth century the 

Southern Plains still had not overcome Stephen Long’s moniker: “Great American Desert.”73  

Agriculturalists did find the region well suited for free-grazing livestock, but the 

government intended only to allot each Indian 80 acres of “grazing land,” which does not contain 

enough land to support a ranching enterprise in the semi-arid American West. Kiowa headman, 

I-see-o challenged the commission on the size of the grazing lands, using the Cheyenne as proof. 

“For the past 17 years… [the Cheyenne] reservation was large and his horses and cattle had 

plenty of room to move about, but now you have divided their country into squares. He cannot 

feed his horses. You gave him tools but he can not make hay like white people do, but year by 

year they will be poorer and poorer.”74 Kiowa headman Komalty expressed the same sentiment, 

“If we should agree to sign the contract and each one take 160 acres…eight years from today 
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every one will be afraid to own ten horses and fifty cattle because there will be no grass to eat.”75 

The missionaries even insisted the Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches would need 640-

acre tracts in order to ranch effectively.76 

The Plains Indians and the people around the Indians, including Texas cattlemen, Indian 

agents, and missionaries, questioned the federal government’s plan. Despite David Jerome’s 

absurd promise that “when this is done the Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache tribes of Indians will 

be richer than any other community of three thousand white people that lives anywhere on the 

face of this earth,”77 Kiowa headman, I-see-o expressed the collective position of the Kiowa to 

the commission that land is better than any material goods or money dangled in front of them. 

“Mother Earth is something that we Indians love. The great father at Washington told us that this 

reservation was ours that we would not be disturbed; that this place was for our use and when 

you told us the purpose of the Government it made us uneasy. We do not know what to do about 

selling our mother to the Government. That makes us scared.”78 The American Indians 

questioned the new “white man’s road” on environmental, philosophical, and cosmological 

terms. The Kiowas perceived earth or dom as the mother of all living things, nourishing plants 

and animals like a mother nurtures a baby. Privatization of Kiowa lands threatened the earth, 

their mother earth.79  
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At the Jerome Commission meetings, Jerome threw out the figure of $2 million for the 

KCA lands in an attempt to impress the Indians. When Mr. Jerome promised that the government 

“never cheats you,” he misled the Indians. “[T]wo millions [is] more than you ever had before in 

your lives.” Here, Jerome flat out lied. Historian Blue Clark pointed out in his legal study of the 

Jerome Commission that the grass lease per capita annuities far outmatched, by almost three 

times, the per capita amounts the commissioners promised the Indians from the sales of “surplus 

lands.”80 In fact, negotiated grass leases already produced more income than what the 

commission promised in a one-time payment. The “surplus lands” would have made the 

American Indians of southwestern Oklahoma far more from cattle leases than $2 million and the 

latter discovery of oil and potential leases would have brought untold millions. The 

commissioners even tried to wow the Indians with that amount, claiming in “silver dollars…it 

would take 26 mule wagons to haul it from the fort over here.”81  The commission did not 

impress Comanche headman White Eagle. He retorted “Hold on! Hold on! My friends this land 

is worth a great deal more than that”82 

In the face of such bullying and fraud from the hegemonic nation state, the Comanches 

attempted to hire an attorney to represent them. Quanah Parker stunned the commission when he 

announced, “I ask that the commission adjourn for a time. I sent for a lawyer [so that the Indians 

with legal aid can] … figure and calculate and then make the treaty.” Immediately Jerome 
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wanted to know when and where the attorney would be arriving. 83 Two days later Jerome 

reinstated the commission and informed the Indians “there has been talk about the Indians having 

a lawyer … [but] we could not see anything he could do for you … and we put it off to later.”84 

Jerome sent the lawyer home, claiming the Indians did not need an attorney. 

The Jerome Commission only concluded the allotment agreement with representatives of 

the Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache tribes on October 21, 1892, after the meetings broke down 

into complete disorder. “Now my ears are stuffed with the words of the commission,” Kiowa 

headmen Big Tree told Jerome to shut up and sit down so that the Indians could speak. 

Apeathon, a Kiowa, told the commission “You have missed the road and cheated them [the 

Indians].”  After the government gathered enough (two thirds) signatures through fraudulent 

means, Congress ratified the agreement with amendments on June 6, 1900. Kiowa interpreter 

Joshua Given, for example, claimed the government told the Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-

Apaches a clause existed in the agreement, which guaranteed allotment would not be carried out 

on the reservation for three more years. After signing the agreement, Jerome denied such a 

clause ever existed.  The agreement provided for the allotment of 160 acres to each of the 2,759 

tribal members, retention by the tribes of 480,000 acres of grazing lands eventually known as the 

"Big Pasture," and payment of $2 million to the tribes for “cession” of the reservation. Later in 

1906 non-Indians opened the “Big Pasture” for settlement.85  
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Breaking up the reservation allowed the government to impose a familiar pattern on the 

landscape of southwestern Indian Territory. Authorities made surveys, expanded the borders of 

Fort Sill, allotted Indians their individual plots, and set aside some public pastures and wood lots. 

On the Fourth of July in 1901, Republican President William McKinley proclaimed the opening 

of the unreserved lands by lottery, which federal officials preferred to a “run.” The land lottery 

occurred on August 6, 1901.86 About 165,000 people registered in Fort Sill and El Reno (a small 

town west of Oklahoma City) for the lottery with 13,000 tracts of 160-acre lots available to land 

seekers. More registrants visited El Reno because it was accessible by rail. The land drawn in the 

lottery formed the modern-day Oklahoma counties of Caddo, Comanche, Cotton, Kiowa, and 

Tillman. The government allowed the establishment of the towns: Thacker, Jarrell, Gosnell, 

Manitou, Hazel, and Olds or Texowa (which became Davidson).87  

Tent cities sprang up near future town sites. At the site for Lawton (named after General 

Henry W. Lawton), thousands of eager homesteaders awaited in canvas tents for the town lot 

auction.88 A telegram from the Fort Sill sub agency reported: “that five hundred tents have been 

put upon Cox allotment adjoining townsite Lawton.” The campers squatted in a tent town with 

makeshift lunch counters, lemonade stands, barbershops, law offices, and lodging houses. Cox 

complained homesteaders were tearing down his fences and using the posts for firewood.89 The 
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tent cities at Anadarko and Lawton both earned the monikers “Rag Town,” with canvas tents and 

wagons lining future business thoroughfares. Anadarko attracted around 10,000 people, but after 

several months the population of the agency town dwindled to 3,000. The Methodist missionary 

Reverend John Jasper Methvin witnessed the auction of lots in Anadarko and decried the high 

crime rates and unsanitary conditions of the tent towns. Typhoid fever and trainloads of 

“intoxicating liquors” delivered to the numerous saloons especially bothered Methvin. Methvin 

believed the new white citizens of Anadarko would debauch the Kiowas.90  

The Comanches, Apaches, and Kiowas unwillingly settled on selected allotments and 

grazing lands in 1901. According to many of the white land seekers the Indians received the 

“choice” lands. The Comanches owned large numbers of cattle, individual herds ranging from 

one hundred to over one thousand head, and the selection of grazing lands proved more 

important to them than for Kiowa-Apaches and Kiowas.91 Quanah Parker spoke to President 

McKinley—“the Great Father”—face-to-face in Washington, D.C. The Comanche headmen 

boldly said, “White man not treat Indian right,” after which he was cut-off and ushered out. 

McKinley saw the agreement as law. The president could not be bothered by what he viewed as 

irrelevant talk, caring little about the fraud and only for the administration of the “agreement.”92 

Many white Americans viewed the Indians as they viewed the prairie dog, rattlesnake, and 
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wolf—as a pest and burden to progressive civilization. The local Chickasha Express 

editorialized, “Let the government buy their land it gave them and then drive them to some other 

country. . . .  They have been pests and scabs long enough.”93  

Reformers started the process of allotment, but it was the boomers that carried out the 

actual privatization of Indian lands. A new powerful lobbying group emerged that broke the hold 

of the old cattle barons and American Indians. Progressive-era city builders, a new generation of 

farmers, businessmen, and professionals had sought to make homes and towns on the plains and 

they succeeded in breaking the “cattle syndicates” that stood in their way. Homesteaders coveted 

the remaining reserves and reservation lands and eagerly wanted them opened. Some of the so-

called “Sooners” included “illegal homesteaders keen on a land run, bootleggers, cattle and horse 

thieves, legitimate businessmen, whites anxious to appropriate Indian livestock and property to 

satisfy alleged debts, loan sharks, and all manner of hustlers.” Neighboring small town 

businessmen on both sides of the river profited from the opening of the land since settled lands 

allowed for more profits. The KCA reservation broken into 160-acres allotments seemed more 

attractive and a better use of the land to Progressive-era settlers than vast acreages of gazing 

leases.94 

Although reformers initiated the process of allotment, it was the boomers who eyed the 

remaining 480,000 acres of common grazing lands, especially the 80,000 acres of rich grazing 

lands near the prospering town of Duncan, Oklahoma. Civic leaders wanted the land adjacent to 
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Duncan opened so that more settlers would come to the area. Duncan’s townspeople made 

arrangements with U.S. Secretary of the Interior Ethan Allen Hitchcock to rent the 80,000-acres 

of common grazing lands in increments of 640 acres. The major advocate for opening the entire 

480,000 acres of grazing lands, especially the 400,000-acre “Big Pasture,” was a U.S. 

Congressman from Texas, John H. Stephens. Stephens, whose hometown of Vernon, Texas, 

bordered the Big Pasture, profited from the homesteading in the Big Pasture. Between 1902 and 

1905, Stephens proposed several bills before Congress emphasizing the selling of Indian lands. 

Indian Agent Randlett criticized Stephens’s bill arguing that the Indians would make more 

money by leasing lands than by selling them.  He also said that if the Indians lost their land, they 

would barely eke out an existence on small 160-acre allotments. By 1906 Stephens’s bill passed 

in Congress and arrived at the desk of President Roosevelt to sign on March 20, 1906, but the 

president sent it back to Congress for modifications because of the grievances issued by the 

Indians and Indian agents. Agent John P. Blackman replaced Randlett in 1905 and made several 

recommendations for modifications on the bill. After consulting Blackman, Roosevelt pushed for 

two provisions:  one that allowed Indian children born after the 1901 opening to receive 160-acre 

allotments and to increase the money per acre to a $5.00 per acre minimum price. After 

Stephens’s bill went back to Congress, it came back to Roosevelt with the requested provisions.95  

On September 19, 1906, a presidential proclamation opened 2,431 tracts of former KCA 

reservation lands for sale by sealed bid. Officials allowed one week for offers securing almost 

250,000 bids over the week. Many of the Comanches, Kiowas, and Kiowa-Apaches preferred a 

public auction. Eschiti believed a public auction would yield more return. But the sealed bids 

averaged $10.54 per acre on the lands that covered 380,790 acres. The bids brought in 
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$4,015,785, which averaged about $1,200 per capita (for each Indian) once the income was 

redistributed.96 

The opening of the Big Pasture in 1906 led the federal government in a separate act to 

establish town sites on 1,841 acres set aside for town-making, including Randlett, Eschiti, 

Isadore, Quanah, and Ahpeatone. The town of Kell also emerged, but was an “illegal” town 

unsanctioned by the government. Later Eschiti and Kell came together to form the town of 

Grandfield. Some of the towns like Quanah and Isadore withered over the years. But by 1907 

Davidson, Frederick, Manitou, Frisco, Grandfield, Loveland, Hollister, and Tipton thrived 

because of the railroads.97 The federal government formed the Kiowa Town Site Commission, 

which made sales of town lots, including the modern-day settlement of Randlett. The 

commission sold the town lots from Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache Indian Lands, which had 

been approved under an “act of Congress … March 20, 1906 … creating 6 town sites on said 

Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache Indian Lands, Oklahoma.” 98  The sale at Randlett began on 

Monday, May 13, 1907, and continued until noon, Saturday, May 18, 1907. Settlers from as far 

away as St. Louis, Missouri to as nearby as Wichita Falls, Texas scrambled to buy the town lots. 

The settlers formed rural settlements reflective of Euro-American traditions and treated the 

Indians as trespassers on their own land.99 Towns, roads, rails, and square allotments quickly 

materialized atop the landscape of southwestern Oklahoma. Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-
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Apaches found themselves in the middle of a new matrix of infrastructure and market 

economies—“a new order.”   

From 1901 through the post-World War II era, American Indian communities in 

southwestern Oklahoma felt the impact of Progressive Era policymaking. The federal 

government fashioned policies that clearly helped white Americans and attempted to weaken the 

identity and communities of Kiowas, Comanches, and Apaches. But the American Indians 

resisted and maintained their identity in several important ways including language, kinships, 

church gatherings, peyote meetings, powwows, and dances. Despite a subordinate legal status, 

Comanches and Kiowas attempted to use whatever channels possible—spiritual, legal, or 

social—to maintain communities and resources. Indian cultures survived as their surroundings 

continued to change. 

Breaking up reservation lands into allotments led to real environmental consequences on 

the upper Red River landscape. Mineral extraction, boosterism, and disease all affected the 

Kiowas, Comanches, Kiowa-Apaches, and their former reservation lands. Many Comanches died 

from a smallpox epidemic that followed allotment. Also whites trespassing on Indian allotments 

became a serious problem. The new white settlers overwhelmed and intimidated the small Indian 

police forces.  Federal authorities dispatched the Eight Cavalry from Fort Sill in late June 1901 

to run illegal homesteaders out of the Wichita Mountains.  Agent Randlett even discovered a 

U.S. Post Office but did not ask the postmaster to leave with the other trespassers because it was 

believed that the federal mail had to be authorized.100 
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 Less than a week following the opening of the reservation, complaints reached the Indian 

Agent Randlett that boomers had constructed mineshafts on Indian allotments.101  The United 

States provision for attaining minerals on the former reservation lands confused many miners 

and when liberally interpreted seemed to mean mining companies could locate claims anywhere. 

The provision stated that “…lands allotted…or opened to settlement under this act, contain 

valuable mineral deposits, such mineral deposits shall be open to location, and entry, under the 

existing mining laws of the United States….”  Many white miners filed claims on Indian 

allotments, believing the provision permitted mineral claims on Indian allotments.102 

Miner James M. Hale sunk shafts on Kiowa Keah-da-seet’s allotment near Rainy 

Mountain. Hale dug shafts fifteen feet deep near the sulphur spring and cut down surrounding 

elm and cottonwood trees, constructing an arbor near the shafts. The agency farmer at Rainy 

Mountain informed Hale that he was operating illegally on Indian land. In turn Hale presented a 

location certificate stating he had discovered copper and sulphur on the land in 1894. The miner 

then gave the farming agent the name of the president of his mining company and the name of 

the company lawyer. Keah-da-Seet wanted the man removed from his property and resented the 

disturbance to his timber and “medicine water.” Ultimately the law guaranteed Indians’ 

“absolute and undisturbed possession” of allotments. The government determined allotted lands 

were not public lands and not subject to mineral laws. Furthermore, the government considered 

individuals operating on Indian lands trespassers and subject to forced removal. Secretary 

Hitchcock determined it was permissible for Indians to lease their lands to mining companies, 
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provided that both parties signed legal contracts but that unwanted mining enterprises on Indian 

allotments were illegal.103 

The environmental damage continued despite the removal of illegal mining operations 

from Indian allotments. The first sign of the effect appeared in the creeks.  For example, Bayard 

Looking Glass grazed cattle on his 160-acre allotment of land and one day found his trees dead 

and livestock sickened, poisoned from the water in the stream. The farmer made formal 

complaints to the Kiowa Indian Agency located in Anadarko, Oklahoma. He claimed upstream 

oil pollutants expelled by the Anderson-Prichard Oil Corporation refinery in Cyril, Oklahoma, 

moved downstream and damaged his lands.104 Such complaints emerged frequently. On another 

nearby allotment Frank Montoboy claimed Anderson-Prichard allowed refuse oil and salt water 

to run down the creek, which flowed through his farm. He lost one horse and “had some sickness 

among . . . [the] cattle which the veterinary claims is due to the water they drink from the 

creek.”105 The new petroleum industry posed the most obvious threat to allotment farmers.  

In the early twentieth century white Americans rushed into Oklahoma territory: boomers 

cleared farms, wildcatters and gold seekers tapped mineral wealth, boosters promoted economic 

development, laborers flocked to oil fields, and companies organized to refine oil, capitalizing on 

a regional land and oil boom. One of these companies, the budding Anderson-Prichard Oil 

Corporation, played a major role in the regional petroleum industry. The company refined oil in 

Cyril, Oklahoma and Wichita Falls and Colorado, Texas and maintained a company office in 
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Oklahoma City.106 The oil company attained a “surplus allotment” in the heart of the former 

reservation land. From the allotments the company spilled oil into regional water supplies. The 

local American Indian residents attempted to spur the U.S. Indian Agent into action against the 

corporation to help clean up the land. 

In an earnest attempt to help Montoboy and the Indians, Mr. J.A. Buntin, District 

Superintendent of the Kiowa Indian Agency, ordered inspector E.C. Arnold of the United States 

Geological Survey to make a report of the affected allotments near Cyril. Superintendent Buntin 

wrote to Arnold, to “call on Anderson-Prichard for a settlement for the horse Frank lost and also 

any damage that might have been done the land.”107 After Arnold’s inspection of Frank 

Montoboy’s allotment, the Indian agency sent a letter to the oil company, threatening legal 

action, declaring “you are allowing oil to overflow into a creek crossing certain Indian allotments 

in the neighborhood of Cyril and ruining all the water in this creek.”108 President L.H. Prichard 

responded: 

 We realize that we have allowed some oil to get into the creek recently, however 
this was absolutely unavoidable on account of some recent hard rains and also on 
account of the fact that some old oil tanks are being torn down for the purpose of 
erecting new tanks and naturally some of this oil got into the creek, although 
every precaution possible is being taken to prevent it. We would like to suggest 
that if you get any specific complaints that you advise us the name and location of 
such complaint and we will endeavor to satisfy claimants.109 
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Prichard admitted oil from his allotment polluted the creek but it is not clear if Anderson-

Pritchett settled with Frank Montoboy. It is certain that the refinery continued spilling pollutants 

into local streams at alarming rates.  

The Kiowa Indian Agency lacked funding and the authority to effectively prosecute 

environmental offenders like the Anderson-Prichard Company. Well into 1943 the agency was 

still formulating legal grounds to make a case against the oil refinery.  W. B. McCown, the 

superintendent at the Kiowa Indian Agency in the 1940s, wrote a “small creek runs across a 

number of restricted Indian allotments and it has been necessary for farmers to fence the creek to 

keep the stock from the water to prevent poisoning of the stock.” In some cases the company 

made settlements for lost stock and drilled wells to compensate the Indians, but some of the 

damages were irreparable. McCown wrote to his lawyer, “It appears to me that the Government 

has good grounds for legal action … to get damages for Indian wards on account of pollution of 

the surface water.”110 In a second letter he wrote, “I am informed that the water in this stream is 

so polluted that it’s unfit for stock water, and at times when stock drink it, that they are 

killed.”111 

The process of allotment proved to have a deep and complex effect on the landscape. 

Private ownership, rapid capitalist growth, and permanent settlement ran counter to Kiowa, 

Kiowa-Apache, and Comanche modes of life. The new capitalist order with 160-acre allotments 

suited the purposes of the nation state. The authorities could easily read the landscape and its 

people from such an arrangement.  Ultimately, privatization of reservation lands, allotment, 
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obtaining individual land patents, and citizenship did not liberate or make the Comanches, 

Kiowas, or Kiowa-Apaches independent. In fact governmental control over Indians tightened in 

the years following allotment with Congress and the Bureau of Indian Affairs micro-managing 

Indian affairs.112 Anthropologist Benjamin Kracht argued the Kiowas “were wards of the 

government stripped of their resources.”113  

Kiowa headman Lone Wolf challenged the legality of allotment, the case working its way 

to the U.S. Supreme Court. In Lone Wolf vs. Hitchcock (1903) the court ruled that the 

government could open Indian reservations without obtaining the permission of the tribes.114 The 

Jerome Agreement in June 1900, the Stephen Bill in 1906, the U.S. Supreme Court ruling in 

Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock, and additional legislation like the Burke Act allowed Congress to 

dissolve Indian lands through allotment and homesteading.115 The opening of the Big Pasture 

formed the last land opening in the territory before Oklahoma achieved statehood on November 

16, 1907.  

 
 
The Wichita Mountain Wildlife Refuge 
 

During the Progressive Era both Indians and Anglos wanted the Wichita Mountains.  

At the Jerome Commission meetings, Comanche headman Tabananaca specifically asked about 

the Wichita Mountains and wanted to know why the commission called the mountains 

“worthless land.” Tabananaca believed that if the government viewed the mountains as 
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worthless, than why not let the Indians have the mountains. The Comanches refuted the idea that 

the mountainous land was worthless. Tabananaca persisted “why could not the government 

measure the land” and give the Indians sufficient credit for the mountains.116  

Federal commissioners told the Comanches and Kiowas that the mountains would be “no 

good” for them “because they were too rocky.” Kiowa headman Komalty joined Tabananaca in 

defense of the mountains. Komalty argued that the Fort Sill military post and its buildings were 

made of stone displaying “that you can put the stones to use.”117 Quanah Parker argued that “the 

commission speaks of the rocks and hills being worthless but I have noticed that coal is burned 

in such localities, and that iron, silver, and gold and coal are found in such places…Supposing 

coal is found in the mountains what will Washington do with that if it is worthless?”118 

Comanche headman White Wolf pleaded the Comanches wanted the Wichita Mountains 

“because our children …want to live on this land…leave it for the children.”119 

  In addition to its monetary value, most Plains Indians considered the Wichita Mountains 

a spiritual place. The Comanches found the mountains tremendously important because they 

believed their people originated from mountains. According to creation stories and oral histories, 

the Comanches migrated from the northern Rockies onto the Plains where they broke with their 

Shoshone brothers and headed south for the flat plains of the upper Red River. The Wichita 

Mountains played an important role in symbolizing the Comanche mountain past and in religious 
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peyote gatherings. The Kiowas regarded Rainy Mountain as especially sacred. Peyote gatherings 

and alternative creation stories instilled fear among white reformers. Reformers propagated this 

fear into a threat to federal authority and the need to control the nation’s “wards.” In the tradition 

of the “white man’s burden,” white Americans sought to Christianize and civilize people they 

could not understand. Thus a cloud of xenophobia shrouded any understanding of Plains Indians 

and their cosmological or environmental relationship with the Wichita Mountains.120  

The government wanted to subdue the religious traditions of the Plains Indians. Some 

sociologists and social anthropologists believe “the privileged classes require of religion … 

psychological reassurance of legitimacy.”121 The federal government not only sought to subdue 

native religious traditions by taking the Wichita Mountains, but also to legitimize Anglo 

authority over the land by renaming many of its peaks. The government named Mount Scott for 

General Winfield Scott, Mount Webster for Daniel Webster, Mount Sheridan for General Philip 

H. Sherman, Mount Sherman for General William T. Sherman, Mount Roosevelt for President 

Theodore Roosevelt, and Mount Pinchot, the tallest peak in the Wichita Mountains chain, for the 

Chief of the U.S. Forest Service (1889-1910) Gifford Pinchot.122  

A third group, Progressive conservationists, expressed concern over the Wichita 

Mountains, also speaking of the land in religious and sacred terms.  Conservationists claimed 

that the government, homesteaders and Indians were destroying the mountainous sanctuaries. 

The Oklahoma City Commercial Club led the first major effort to turn the mountains into a 

public park. The club wanted the land to be “preserved” and promoted for nature tourism, 
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believing that a park would bring dollars into the regional economy. Local Oklahoma City 

businessmen and boosters, such as J.W. Shartell and Anton Classen, led the Oklahoma City 

Commercial Club and collected thousands of signatures supporting preservation of the Wichita 

Mountains. In 1900 the club held a “smoker” for the Rough Riders in Oklahoma City where they 

courted political figures, including then vice president Theodore Roosevelt. After the event 

Roosevelt enthusiastically lent his voice and consent to the preservation of the Wichita 

Mountains.123 

Many national conservation groups picked up on the regional movement. The Boone and 

Crockett Club, the American Forestry Association, and other groups supported and promoted the 

idea of making the Wichita Mountains into a national park; however, the needed legislation was 

blocked in Congress by the homesteader lobby and it looked as if the Wichita Mountains would 

instead be broken into allotments. In a last minute bureaucratic maneuver, Oklahoman territorial 

governor William Jenkins and Attorney General J.C. String discovered a clause that empowered: 

“the President to set apart and reserve any public land containing timber or undergrowth as 

national forest reserve.” Under this authority, the Department of the Interior and the Department 

of Agriculture worked out an agreement and permitted Jenkins to select a tract containing “the 

more scenic parts of the Wichita Mountains” as “a forest reserve.” On July 4, 1901, President 

McKinley reserved from settlement the 57,210 acres and designated it the Wichita Forest 

Reserve. The Department of the Interior’s General Land Office managed the reserve.124  
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From 1901 to 1907 appointed supervisors seriously mismanaged the reserve while miners 

ran rampant over the landscape trying to extricate mineral wealth from the Wichita Mountains. 

From 1902 to 1903 miners created a small gold rush in the mountains, even though the rush was 

based solely on rumors. Despite a lack of gold, the small communities of Meers and Mountain 

View took on boomtown atmospheres. The gold-seekers found no significant reserves in the 

mountains, but the mines and miner camps left imprints on the Wichita Reserve landscape, some 

of which are still present today.125 

In many cases the federal authorities sent to protect the Plains Indians and the Wichita 

Mountains were the individuals doing the exploiting. The first forest reserve supervisor, Charles 

E. Johnston, for example, resigned after investigations proved that he had pocketed grazing 

permit moneys.  The next supervisor, Edward Morrissey, an avid hunter, personally killed much 

of the wild game in the forest reserve. Beyond their extra-legal activities, supervisors patrolled 

for and fought fires; plowed, planted, and moved manure; warned locals not to cut trees; made 

weather reports; worked on elk trails; and removed non-permitted cattle off the reserve.126  

Supervisors permitted limited numbers of cattle to graze the reserve lands, managing the 

process poorly. The system allowed for corruption. “From the very beginning, grazing of 

livestock was allowed in the Reserve,” writes historian Jack Dan Haley, “but it was poorly 

organized and badly administered.” The first supervisor of the reserve, Charles E. Johnston, 

issued extra-legal grazing permits for cattle and horses and illegally pocketed the money. 
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Johnston resigned in 1902 as a result of the investigations that exposed the kickbacks.127 After 

1902 the reserve allowed free permits for between 3,500 and 5,000 head of cattle. In return for 

the free lease permits, the government expected the stockmen to assist in general improvements 

and to help with forest fires. On January 1, 1906, stock raisers began paying small fees for 

grazing permits in the reserve. Many new area stock raisers pressured the Supervisor Morrissey 

for lease permits. Morrissey could not resist taking “bonuses” from the regional stock raisers. 

Morrissey grazed his own sizable herd in the forest and avidly hunted wild game that was 

supposed to be protected by its federal-reserve status.128 The government relieved Morrissey 

from duty in 1907 after federal investigations exposed his poaching and illegal cattle leasing 

scheme.  

The federal government’s response to Johnston and Morrissey’s mismanagement was to 

pass an act that designated the Wichita Forest as a National Game Preserve. Later the federal 

government transferred all forest reserves from the Forestry Division of the General Land Office 

in the Department of Interior to the newly created Forest Service led by Gifford Pinchot in the 

Department of Agriculture. Pinchot’s Forest Service micro-managed the smaller reserves more 

efficiently and reduced local mismanagement and corruption problems.129 Fire suppression, 

building reservoirs, and livestock management became the new primary focuses of preserve 

supervisors.130 Managers at the preserve worked at reforestation, planting bois d’arc, black 
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walnut, honey locust, and red cedar groves and restoring native animal species including turkey, 

prairie chicken, antelope, and elk.131 

In 1905 Dr. W. T. Hornaday, director of the New York Zoological Society, initiated a 

process to preserve the “American Bison from total extinction.” The Society presented the 

federal government with “fifteen of the finest buffaloes in the New York Zoological Park, 

provided the Government would fence a park and care for them.” The U.S. government accepted 

the offer, locating the park in the Wichita Mountains. In 1907 rangers fenced an 8,000-acre park 

for the bison, part of the Wichita National Forest, at a cost of about $15,000.132  

By 1907, Franklin S. Rush “the gamekeeper” not only tried to restore respect to the 

Wichita Mountain federal bureaucracy but also restore bison to the plains. Rush took a technical 

and scientific approach to the process of restoration. In many ways Rush treated the bison as 

domesticated livestock. For example, before the buffaloes arrived the first obstacle came from 

“Texas fever” ticks.133 The ticks, which carried “Texas fever,” threatened the livestock in the 

vicinity, especially south of the Red River and therefore concerned Rush who explained, “Up 

until this time it was not known even to the Bureau of Animal Industry whether or not a buffalo 

would have the Texas fever.”134  
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Rush arrived in New York City on October 1, 1907, where he spent the next two days 

touring the Zoological Park.135 On October 11 zoologists loaded the fifteen buffalo into 

individual crates, placing them on train cars. With Rush as their escort, the bison made their 

return to the Southern Plains by train from New York City to Cache, Oklahoma, arriving on 

October 18, 1907.136 Rush sprayed the buffalo with tick disinfectant when they arrived at the 

park.137 And on October 30, 1907, the first buffalo calf was born on the reserve.138 

In 1908 the government appointed the celebrated “game keeper” Frank Rush 

superintendent to the scandal-ridden Wichita Forest Reserve. Rush received national and local 

press from his bison trip to New York and for the most part his appointment made sense. Rush 

reorganized the park to function with three rangers and one supervisor. Rush stationed one 

ranger, Bird I. Cook, at the headquarters. Cook worked as a general helper. The other two 

rangers looked after large districts on the reserve.139   

Cook’s daily work illustrates the variety and type of work done for the bison population 

at the Wichita Reserve. Cook watered buffalo, helped Rush provide medical care for the buffalo, 
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hauled hay to feed the buffalo, set up a phone line to the “buffalo yards” for emergencies, and 

fenced the buffalo ranges. In one case, Cook filled the hay barn with $454.65 of hay and spent 

another $13,693 on fences, sheds, and other materials for the buffalo yards. In 1909 the reserve 

used fencing wire to enclose an additional 160 acres near the headquarters for more buffalo 

pasturage.140 “The caretakers” pampered and nurtured the “wild” buffalo, providing them with 

shelter, fences, food, and water.141 Rush explained, “During the winter they are fed on native 

hay, and …cane and kaffir corn which is planted and harvested by the Forest Rangers.”142  

The “caretakers” spent considerable time keeping the bison and cattle on the reserve tick 

free. The ungulate-seeking ticks concerned Rush because they carried disease and threatened not 

only the prized buffalo but also the livestock grazing on the leased rangelands of the reserve.143 

Rush sent Cook to bury infected dead cattle on the reserve so that the buffalo would not catch the 

disease.144 Despite their attempts, the ticks swarmed the reserve. 

On July 19-20, 1908, Rush removed ticks physically from one elk and fifteen buffalo in 

the Wichita Preserve pens.145 Rush explained, “We kept very close watch for fever ticks on the 
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buffalo, and as soon as a tick was discovered on any of them, the entire herd was sprayed with 

crude oil.” The oil killed the ticks, but the process had to be repeated every twenty-five days 

during the summer of 1908. In spite of this, two of the bison died in October. Postmortem 

examinations showed both bison died from Texas fever.146 The situation concerned Chief 

Forester Gifford Pinchot as well. The Bureau of Animal Industry and Frank Rush kept Pinchot 

informed about buffalo conditions. After the two bison died in 1908, Dr. Leslie J. Allen, 

inspector for the Bureau of Animal Industry, devised a plan of pasture rotation. The inspector 

recommended disinfecting pastures before the buffalo were allowed to access them. Chief of the 

Bureau of Animal Industry A.M. Farrington informed Gifford Pinchot and Pinchot approved Dr. 

Allen’s extensive plan.  Pinchot later outlined the parameters of the plan and detailed the strategy 

for its effectiveness.147 The plan not only called for pasture rotation, but also a concoction of 

arsenic, pine tar, and carbolic acid to disinfect the affected areas.148 Frank Rush and his assistants 

followed Dr. Allen’s plan of action. They built a chute fixed to a cage where they forced oil “into 

the long hair” of the buffalo, cleaned the buffalo yards with disinfectant, and rotated the buffalo 

on sanitized pastures.149 Allen’s plan solved the tick and “Texas fever” problem. “In looking 
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back over the condition that surrounded us when we placed the buffaloes on the Wichita Game 

Preserve,” Rush wrote in 1909, “realizing that it was the worst tick infected spot in the south 

west, and since it was the prediction of many, that the buffaloes would all die with the fever, I 

must say that I am greatly pleased with the present condition, and I am looking forward to a 

steady increase of the Buffalo herd.”150 

 In 1909, the park’s bison population consisted of seven males and eleven females. 

Despite the threat from Texas fever the population grew from fifteen in 1907 to eighteen in 

1909.151  Ten years after the bison arrived their population skyrocketed. Rush bragged in 1917 

“the herd numbers 92 head 46 males and 46 females.”152 The bison made a comeback on the 

Southern Plains, but not without protection and precise scientific management. Not surprisingly 

one buffalo was named Hornaday after the famed New York zoologist that initiated the reserve 

idea and ironically another named Geronimo after the legendary Apache warrior.153  

 The federal government domesticated, commercialized, and named the buffalo as if they 

were livestock. Oddly enough the return of the bison benefited ranchers and railroads at the 

expense of Indians. Conservationism and even preservationism found no place for indigenous 

populations. As bison historian Andrew Isenberg pointed out, natives did not fit the “conception 
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of a pristine, uninhabited North American environment.”154 Although many Plains Indians 

supported the restoration of the bison to the plains, the process mostly benefited the businesses, 

bureaucrats, and ranchers, who wanted grazing leases.  

 Even though Frank Rush worked to be a more honest manager, the wealthier large-scale 

cattlemen still found ways to influence Rush’s decision-making process. Rush’s diaries illustrate 

the business-bureaucratic relationships between wealthy livestock raisers and park officials. Ed 

“Ira” Carr made an application for a yearlong one hundred head cattle-grazing lease on the 

reserve on April 17, 1908. On May 1 Carr and his wife treated Superintendent Rush and his wife 

to a formal dinner. Carr influenced Rush, and in fact from that point forward the two maintained 

a very congenial relationship. Rush met with many wealthy ranchers like Carr who were seeking 

leases in the reserve.155  

 In 1910 the secretary of agriculture authorized grazing for 5,000 head of cattle and 

horses. The secretary empowered Rush to approve applications and issue permits allowing the 

grazing of this number of stock in the reserve.156 The cattle range records for the next ten years 

indicated that large-scale ranchers, such as the Harris family from Indiahoma, Oklahoma; the 

Moffett family from Kansas City; and the Ferson family from Oklahoma City; secured leases 

more easily than regional small ranchers. By 1918 these larger ranchers leased ranges in the 

Mount Scott, Graham Flat, Quanah Creek, Last Lake, Elk Mountain, and the Baker Peak cattle 
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ranges.157 Bureaucratic-business alliances made the Wichita Mountain Wildlife Refuge part of 

the regional cattle raising industry.  

 The government permitted the cattle of the wealthier stock raisers to graze in the Wichita 

National Forest. These large-scale cattle ranchers formed the Cattlemen’s Livestock Association 

of the Wichita National Forest. J.W. Moffett and C.H. Harris sat on the advisory board. H.L. 

Montgomery acted as secretary of the association. All maintained cordial relationships with 

Superintendent Rush.158 In 1918 Frank Rush endorsed and officially recognized the Cattlemen’s 

Livestock Association.159 In 1919 the Cattlemen’s Livestock Association of the Wichita National 

Forest Preserve passed by-laws. The rules made it harder for small-scale ranchers to gain 

permits.  New restrictions increased the number of livestock, regulated the types of bull breeds, 

mandated the dehorning of all cattle on the preserve, and restricted horses to certain ranges.160 

Although the federal government never removed Superintendent Frank Rush for fraudulent 

behavior, Rush did create a “good old boy” system of grass-lease permits. Barbecues, fancy 

dinners, and social networks among families perpetuated a regional elite grazing society. The 

formalization and federal recognition of the Cattlemen’s Livestock Association of the Wichita 

National Forest Preserve further entrenched the system.   
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 As early as 1914 small-scale stock raisers began challenging the system. The small stock 

raisers circulated a petition and sent it to Washington. In 1918, C.J. Watson, for example, wrote 

his congressmen Scott Ferris in an attempt to get “a ruling from the Secretary of Agriculture to 

permit the farmers and small stock men to graze…” in the Wichita Mountains.161 Watson 

appealed to Congressman Ferris: “I have erected a steel silo and was aiming to make this my 

home but if cannot get a ruling or permit from the Secretary I will halve to leave and lose what I 

have…” Watson epitomized the sentiments of regional small stock raisers toward the federal 

bureaucracy arguing “our government tells us raise stock and build silos yet they permit the 

speculators to fill the forest with stock buying in spring and shiping [sic] out in fall paying no tax 

help with no schools.” It was true that many of the lessees did not live in the region. The small 

farmers who lived near the preserve believed permits for small herds would help the locals more 

than permits for large herds of the enriched elites from other places. Watson argued that “with a 

permit for 100 head of cattle I could raise my own feed and a good graid [sic] of cattle and would 

produce a third more beef on the same grass … [Presently] I cannot make a living for my family 

and school my babies here on a farm and have no stock …162 Watson appealed to Congressman 

Ferris but Frank Rush remained indifferent to the plight of the local small-scale stock raisers. He 

informed the hard-pressed stockmen that he would like to help but the rules restricted permitting 

to small herds.163 

 Watson’s letter tugged at Congressman Ferris’s sympathies for small American idyllic 

farmers. Mr. Ferris sat on the Committee on the Public Lands in the House of Representatives 
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and seemed the perfect choice to help. Ferris wrote to the Secretary of Agriculture, arguing that 

the drought in southwestern Oklahoma:  

…ruined many of the tenant farmers. Mr. Watson, and other of his associates, 
owners of a limited number of cattle, are anxious that the rules and regulations 
governing the issuance of grazing permits on the Wichita Forest reserve be 
amended or changed so as to give the small cattle owners opportunity to graze 
additional head.164  

 
Ferris’s pressure on the Secretary of Agriculture led him to contact Frank Rush directly. 

Congressmen Ferris wrote Superintendent Rush, expressing the plight of the small-scale stock 

raisers, “As you are aware conditions have been extremely severe in our section of the Country; 

drought, crop failure, and disaster of all kinds.” Ferris emphasized to Rush that he was to do 

“something with regard to getting permission for the small cattle owners….”165 Ferris continued, 

“it would be a great deal of help if we could get these boys [small-scale stockmen] in on the 

range. This would help us for making up for the loss of taxes out of that land and give these 

people in the immediate vicinity a chance.” Ferris lamented, “I can’t believe that because a lot of 

the boys have been making money out of the range for ten or fifteen years they ought to be 

allowed to continue to make it to the exclusion of the poor fellow living near by.” Ferris 

concluded that it “seemed wrong to me … to allow the fellows who have reaped the benefit, to 

continue to reap it, and that cannot be right in principle, and I fear it is not right in fact.”166 
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 Rush responded that Ferris did not have enough information on the subject. Rush wanted 

Ferris to visit the reserve and to meet “as many of the cowmen who graze on the Forest… If we 

can do this I feel that it will be of great benefit to all of us.”167 Small-scale stock raiser C.J. 

Watson identified the influence of bureaucratic-business alliances and unveiled the fracture in 

rural society between large farmers and small farmers.168 The federal bureaucracies aligned with 

moneyed interests—large-scale “good old boy” ranchers—bifurcated rural society along 

economic lines and restricted “public” federal lands to the wealthiest and most entrenched 

livestock raisers as witnessed by the creation of the Cattlemen’s Livestock Association of the 

Wichita National Forest Preserve.   

The Wichita Wildlife Refuge Reserve had been intended to conserve the wilderness of 

the Southern Plains. But conservation also meant scientific management based on business 

interests and economic growth—it meant organized and efficient growth of the domesticated 

livestock industry. It did not attempt to preserve all parts of an ecosystem. Instead conservation 

was selective, selecting certain economically attractive species and eradicating 

anthropocentrically unwanted species. For instance the Wichita Reserve chose to maintain a 

bison herd but sought to poison, kill, or drive off all wolves and coyotes. 

Although superintendent Rush cared for the buffaloes passionately, the “game keeper” 

killed as many predators as possible. Rush believed, “…permits to trap and poison predatory 

animals should be given to as many persons as may be deemed advisable by the Supervisor…”169 
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Most settlers agreed with Rush that predators, such as rattlesnakes, chicken hawks, and wild 

dogs, should be killed off to make way for civilization. As early as 1907, Rush began to put out 

poisonous wolf bait after his lunch breaks.170 He poisoned numerous coyotes, believing he was 

turning the refuge into managed rangelands for the buffalo and livestock by eliminating species 

that threatened the ungulates.171   

In a sense both Plains Indians and bison had become endangered species. The 

government wished to save the bison for nature tourism. Like the buffalo, the Plains Indians had 

become viewed by whites as relics of the past to be admired in controlled scientifically managed 

spaces. Indian forms of collectivism and communal living threatened federal government ideas 

of private ownership and individualism. Federal authorities selected certain facets of Plains 

Indian identity to celebrate but restricted other central practices. American Indian lifestyles—

especially communal living, polygamy, and peyote meetings—threatened United States and 

Christian hegemony, while other aspects of their culture became idealized in parades and popular 

culture. Just as the government selected bison to survive and eradicated predators, the 

government saw itself assimilating Plains Indians while idealizing certain parts of their past. 

Bison represented a tourist commodity in a controlled idealized environment. The 

“savage” and “uncivilized” Plains Indians represented pests, just as the wolf and rattlesnake. In 

reality, federal policies degraded local environments and communities. Petroleum ran into water 

supplies, poisoning livestock and plant life. White men killed wolves and rattlesnakes, which 

unbalanced the ecology of the plains. Prairie dogs and the fleas from prairie dogs ran rampant 
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across the plains as authorities wiped out their natural predators. The federal government’s 

solution was to poison the prairie dogs with strychnine-laced sweet treats, which ultimately did 

not work.172 Whites hunted wild game to near extinction and replaced them with domesticated 

livestock. Disaster loomed and in fact occurred with the Great Depression and Dust Bowl 

ravaging the southwestern plains economy and environment.  

It took economic and ecological disaster for human behavior to change, learning the hard 

way after the Dust Bowl and Great Depression to use the Earth’s resources in a more sustainable 

way. Consideration of the benefits and health of local communities and ecologies started to play 

more important roles. In place of private individual gain or the company’s bottom line, federal 

work relief programs descended on the Wichita Forest and National Game Preserve. The projects 

changed the cultural landscape of southwestern Oklahoma, imprinting the pattern we see today. 

The Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) financed and helped to build the dams in the 

preserve while the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) built the modern-day camps. The water 

storage reservoirs Quanah Lake, Comanche Lake, and Lake Buford emerged while fish shelters, 

beaches, foot bridges, parking areas, pipelines, trails, stone seats, bath houses, roads, signs, and 

markers accompanied the development. Together the CCC and WPA used stones from the 

mountains to complete many of the camps and structures. The WPA completed the Mount Scott 

Road, giving tourists the ability to view the Southern Plains from one of the tallest point on the 

prairies.173   
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Comanche Continuity and Environmental Change 
  

Since the late nineteenth century the U.S. government and homesteading Euro-Americans 

forced Comanches to settle reservations and then allotments. Through the Treaty of Medicine 

Lodge of 1867 the government hoped all American Indians would settle, farm, acculturate, and 

assimilate into society.  While attempts to change Comanche society failed, the environmental 

transformation continued and in many cases the Comanches fostered many of the changes. The 

Comanches commodified their grass resources. The livestock grazed grasses, grass which 

absorbed the energy of the sun and through energy transference fed cattle, horses, and various 

animals. The Comanche succeeded at ungulate succession, or the progression of an economy 

based on bison to one based in domesticated livestock. The Comanches and eventually the 

Kiowas understood the value of their grasslands, especially to the Texas cattlemen. Not only did 

Comanche stock graze the reservation lands, rich white Texas cattlemen paid highly profitable 

“grass money” to lease the lands.  The reservation system and profitable grass leases allowed 

Indians to maintain traditional kinship networks and redistribute wealth in a communal manner.  

The creation of the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache (KCA) Business Committee in the early 

1900s displayed the continuance of “kinships and obligations of reciprocity,” which played 

important roles in maintaining Comanche communities and identities. In the early part of the 

twentieth century Comanches emphasized supporting kin and expanding kinship networks more 

than growing individual private interests. Comanches used the KCA business council “to graft 

traditional methods onto modern economics and politics” to produce a uniquely “Indian way” . . . 

“to outflank government strictures.”174 The Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches struggled, 
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but persisted in carrying out traditional practices with the business committee offering one 

strategy for continuity.  

Since the reservation period, the Kiowas, Kiowa-Apaches, and Comanches had engaged 

in government-prohibited activities. Indian agents threatened to withhold rations and grass lease 

payments—the major source of Indian income—when Indians did not abandon traditional 

customs like dancing and gift giving.  The customs came under constant attack until the Indian 

Reorganization Act passed in 1934.175  The 1930s served as a watershed, but by then the 

allotment process had radically altered the landscape. During the 1880s the per capita Kiowa, 

Comanche, and Kiowa-Apache landholding averaged 160 acres. By 1934 the average fell to 

seventeen acres.  During the 1930s and 1940s oil revenues, for example, started to play an 

important role in Comanche economies.  Comanches redistributed money from the oil ventures 

equally among the tribal members (the individual payment is often called a per capita or per cap) 

displaying the continuance of such traditional kinship and tribal relationships.176 

By the 1940s Comanches spoke Comanche and English languages and attended dances, 

church services, peyote meetings, and other gatherings that continued to reinforce Comanche 

identity while accepting Anglo reality.  After military service in World War II, for example, 

Comanches celebrated veteran warriors in traditional Comanche fashion with dances and 

powwows.  The emergence of the Comanche Indian Veteran Association (CIVA) bares witness 

to the celebrated role warriors still played in Comanche society.  Groups such as the Little Ponies 
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and the War Mother’s Society also showed the importance of the warrior society.  The Code 

Talkers became the most widely known of the Comanche war heroes.177  

Despite the new status of the Comanches after the war the 1950s and 1960s saw a 

renewed attempt by the federal government to harshly assimilate Plains Indians into white 

society. Authorities relocated many Comanches across the United States in an attempt to disperse 

the population and integrate them into society.  The program failed on many levels.  Relocation 

forced Comanches into foreign communities, disillusioned and living at the poverty level.  Some 

Comanches recalled the “relocation program” only brought “false promises.”178  Also during this 

period the Comanches began to call for political separation from the Kiowa and Plains Apache, 

especially in the KCA Business Committee.  The Comanche felt stifled by the Kiowas and Plains 

Apache and their political maneuvering. The Comanches hungered for more independence and 

individual recognition.179 

The Comanche “separationists” broke from the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache business 

committee in 1969, forming the Comanche Nation.  Ethnohistorian Thomas Kavanaugh 

explained in Comanche Political History how he found “deep historical roots” in the political 

struggles over the KCA Business Committee.180  Kavanaugh argues that in “the Separation fight 

of the 1960s,  [and] . . . KCA constitutional fights of the 1930s . . . per capita payments played an 

important role in several of those earlier fights, with the question being whether to distribute the 
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cash or to use it for capital/infrastructural improvements.  Ultimately, in most cases . . . the 

question was resolved in favor of per caps and the associated “political capital” that could be 

reaped by “helping our people.”  “That use of per caps, a political-economic resource from 

outside the community controlled and “re-” distributed within the community, is a modern 

equivalent of the “political gifts” pre-reservation resource domain….”181 The modern-era of 

casinos rests on these historical bases. Comanches take in casino revenues, “a political-economic 

resource from outside the community,” and redistribute that money within the Comanche 

community—a practice that goes back to the pre-reservation period.  

The break from the KCA Business Committee and a new political organization gave the 

Comanches the ability to manage their own funds more effectively and to participate more 

actively in a white-dominated economy.  In 1970 the Comanches set up the Comanche Nation 

Business Committee and made important decisions on the distribution of funds and programs in 

the Comanche community.  For example, in 1974 the Comanche, Kiowa, and Apache tribes 

received a settlement from the federal government due to the highly questionable practices of the 

Jerome Commission in 1892.  The government awarded $35 million to the tribes for this 

wrongdoing.  The Comanches administered these funds in a collective manner.182  Despite the 

retribution, some Comanches still lamented the breakup of communal lands, which impacted 

negatively traditional family kinships and ruined many important lands—a loss the courts could 

never replace.183  
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The insufficient sizes of allotments and the lack of farming knowledge made agribusiness 

difficult. Kiowas and Comanches leased lands to white farmers and ranchers. The practice 

continues today. Some Kiowas and Comanches farm and ranch their own land, but they are the 

rare exception. Many Kiowas and Comanches moved from rural allotments to towns and cities, 

and many members of the Kiowa and Comanche tribes lived outside the former reservation 

lands. In the 1990s about a quarter of the Kiowas lived outside of the state of Oklahoma.184 

In the 1980s the Comanches had seen interesting potential in the burgeoning gaming industry. 

Gambling had been a staple in Comanche, Kiowa, and Kiowa-Apache society for hundreds of 

years. Horse races were always important gambling functions, but so was the card game Monte 

popularized by the Texas whiskey peddlers in the 1880s. Religious opponents attempted to block 

clandestine gambling gatherings often held in tipis, but the Plains Indians remained avid 

gamblers through the twentieth century.185 In the 1980s the Comanches started to generate 

income on bingo, which made them even more self-sufficient. In 1988 the Indian Gaming 

Regulatory Act established the jurisdictional framework that presently governs Indian gaming.  

The Act established three classes of games.  The federal government vested the power of class I 

gaming in tribal governments, defining class I gaming as traditional Indian gaming and social 

gaming for minimal prizes.  Tribal governments with Indian Commission oversight also assumed 

the responsibility for regulating class II gaming or bingo played exclusively against other players 

rather than against the house or a player acting as a bank. The government restricted class III 

gaming, which included games commonly played at casinos, such as slot machines, black jack, 

craps, and roulette, generally referred to as casino-style gaming.  As a compromise for allowing 
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class I and II gaming, the Act of 1988 restricted tribal authority to conduct class III gaming.186  

But in 2003 the Comanches entered an Oklahoma Tribal-State Gaming Compact which allowed 

them to host casino-style gaming at their casinos.187  

In the late 1990s and early 2000s several academic reports from the Harvard Project on 

American Indian Development at the John F. Kennedy School Of Government identified positive 

socio-economic aspects of casino gaming for American Indian economies and communities.  

Katherine Spilde, a cultural anthropologist from the group, in senate testimony outlined reasons 

why American Indian casino gaming worked to reinforce traditional native practices, including 

self-sufficient economic development and generation of income from outside Indian 

communities.188 In 2001 Comanche casinos opened and started to bring socio-economic 

development to Indians and southwestern Oklahoma.  

Forney Beaver, a Comanche-Wichita Indian, for example, worked as the operations 

manger at the Comanche Red River Casino in 2005. Before then Beaver had been working in the 

Comanche gaming industry for five years.  He started at the casino in Lawton, Oklahoma, in 

November 2001.  The Comanche Nation Casino in Lawton opened in January 2001, laying the 
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groundwork for Comanche casino gaming in the rest of southwestern Oklahoma.189  The 

Comanche Red River Casino in the “Big Pasture” at present-day Randlett, Oklahoma, opened its 

doors in January 2003 and Forney Beaver became “Off-Track Betting Supervisor.”  Forney 

“steadily climbed up” the casino employment ladder to become the “Operations Manager.”  

Before working in casinos he delivered for Montgomery Wards in Lawton and did data entry for 

MCI WorldCom in Tulsa. He got into Indian gaming with Rocket Gaming “affiliated with the 

Miami tribe,” which is a machine vendor for casinos nationwide.    

Forney Beaver believed casinos enhanced Comanche identity because “the identity of the 

Comanche” is related to “the ability to have successful business and go into other business 

interests and expand all of the tribal entities and prosper, doing that is what we’ve done in the 

last five years.”  For Forney Beaver, being Comanche was about pride and economic benefit for 

the group, bringing in money from outside the tribe and putting that money into the tribe.  With 

the success of the casinos and his career in casino gaming, he increased his sense of pride in the 

Comanche people.  Beaver elaborated: “We seem to be a lot more confident . . . and 

successful.”190  Louis Eschiti also put it in the same terms, explaining, “to be a Comanche you 

have to have a proud heritage . . . in your family and you have to be proud of what you are and 

who you are.”191  

Although the Comanches look to the future of casino gaming they root their progress in 

tradition.  For example peyote meetings, powwows, and church gatherings still play seminal 
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roles in maintaining individual Comanche identities. The Comanche floor manager at the 

Comanche Red River Casino, Clifford Keith Red Elk, who wore a huge cowboy hat and moved 

about the casino floor in a determined and fast pace working the casino tables, once danced as a 

“fancy dancer” and now as an elder, the dance progression has led him to “straight dancing.”  

Red Elk danced almost his entire life in Comanche powwows and other traditional ceremonies.  

And like many dancers he was a member of CIVA, celebrating the veteran warrior legacy of the 

Comanches. Among loud machines and flashing lights Red Elk defined being Comanche as 

being about “spiritual growth” and “spiritual gathering.”  Being Comanche was when you “pay 

respect to your elders.” Many Comanches expressed similar answers to that question.  Ancestor 

worship and homage play central roles in being Comanche.  Social gatherings allow for 

Comanches to pay respect to their elders and ancestors.  

Casinos allowed for more Comanche social gatherings, gatherings that have always been 

part of the community. But Comanche social gatherings will continue with or without casinos.  

In the opinion of Red Elk the Comanche identity would be strong without casinos because the 

Comanches persevere no matter what the federal or state governments throw at them or what 

mainstream American society thinks of them.  The Comanches will keep on practicing their 

traditional dancing casinos or not.  The casino does “provide employment if they [the 

Comanches] want.”192  But the casino provides just one tool for the Comanches to negotiate their 

modern-day existence in southwestern Oklahoma.  Casino revenues strengthen community 

projects that in turn strengthen identity, but that identity would continue with or without casinos. 

Several new projects have been instituted since the 1990s and casino revenues drive a lot 

of those programs, including the buffalo project, horse program, Comanche visitor museum, the 
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Department of History, Texas Christian University, Fort Worth, Notes in Author’s Possession. 
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Comanche Language and Cultural Preservation Committee, The Comanche Nation News, the 

Comanche Nation College, and the highly trafficked Comanche Nation website, which has 

become an online gathering place. The Comanches continue to exist in southwestern Oklahoma, 

despite losing significant parts of their lands to allotment, the Fort Sill military base, and the 

Wichita Mountain Wildlife Refuge. Comanches continue to persist and have enveloped casinos 

into their traditional forms of economic redistribution. From grass leases to casinos in the Big 

Pasture the Comanches adapted outside economic resources to be redistributed within kinship 

networks.  

 

Conclusion  

In 1892 the Jerome Commissioners came to the plains of the Red River with fixed 

conceptions “regarding private ownership of land…and the necessity for American Indians to 

enter the marketplace of competitiveness for private gains.”193  They argued that it was the 

“white man’s burden” to make American Indians conform to white perceptions of nationalism 

and economic development.  The treaty they enacted and federal policies of conservation and 

scientific management represent attempts to control the landscape and its people and carve out a 

familiar cultural pattern onto the landscape.  

The period of federal reservation and allotment policies illustrate continuity and 

persistence in native societies. The Southern Plains Indians found new ways to maintain their 

identities despite the government’s attempt to force Kiowas, Comanches, and Kiowa-Apaches 

into American society and a capitalist economy.194 During the twentieth century, on the south 

                                                
193 Clark, Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock, 39. 
 
194 Ibid., 3.  
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side of the Red River, Anglo-Texans applied a capitalist economy and individual ownership 

society on their landscape, but the outcome was anything but ideal. Whites wished to assimilate 

American Indian into European-derived economic systems and societies, yet these paradigms 

presented their own unique environmental challenges. In many ways the white man’s road also 

failed the white men.  
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CHAPTER 7 
 

THE IRRIGATED VALLEY 
 

Today, through fields of highly alkali soils, massive irrigation ditches span across the 

mesquite plains of North-Central Texas, the muddy red water pumped to cow pastures and fields 

of feed. An expensive drainage system and years of experimenting with water application made 

it possible to attempt small-scale ranching and farming in the area. But a closer examination of 

the costs and continual upkeep of the system reveal something else, something less than what 

developers envisioned for the Big Wichita River Valley. 

The Big Wichita River, a major tributary of the Red River, and a sub-basin of the overall 

Mississippi River drainage system, empties water from the Plains of Northwest Texas. The 

waters of the Big Wichita add to the Red River’s brilliant rusty brown color, capturing the red 

sediment-laden runoff from the Rolling Red Plains. The headwaters of the Big Wichita capture 

rain that flows over mesquite, buffalo, and gama grasses dotted by creek bottom stands of 

mesquite, oak, and pecan trees. The water filters by the vegetation and through the geology of 

red alluvial sands, soils, and Permian red beds, the Permian forming ancient beds interlaced with 

whitish gypsum strata that give the waters a bitter taste. 

Since the 1880s, however, boosters ignored environmental variables in the Big Wichita 

Valley, claiming man’s conquest over nature and natural resources, especially its waters, fossil 

fuels, and grasslands. North Texas water developers, however, faced serious ecological 

limitations and political obstacles in their effort to conquer water. The boosters accomplished 

only parts of their grandiose schemes. The vision outlined by regional booster Captain B.B. 

Paddock of Fort Worth, for example, included the Big Wichita Valley Project making “Wichita 

Falls the center of a thickly populated agricultural section in which the twenty acre, intensively 
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cultivated, one-family farm will be typical.” Paddock and his associate developers, Joseph Kemp 

and Frank Kell, never attained that shared agricultural vision. Although boosters delighted in the 

discovery of oil in the Permian rocks and its economic windfall, Kemp, Kell, Paddock, and other 

like-minded capitalist boosters maintained an agrarian vision of economic development that 

extended through the 1930s. This is the tale of the limitations of that agrarian vision, its political 

ecology, and the lack of local knowledge about the environment that doomed the Big Wichita 

Valley irrigation project to socio-economic failure.1 

Through the Gilded Age and Progressive Era (1880-1930), regional boosters gathered at 

area chambers of commerce to plan for future development, propagating their agendas through 

regional newspapers. Tirelessly, water developers promoted reclamation and conservation and 

envisioned the Big Wichita River Valley as the “Irrigated Valley.” Businessmen understood 

water to be the basic resource for supporting economic development. Agriculture, towns, and 

industry depended on water. In the 1910s, city builders marveled at their ability “to conquer 

nature” and “reclaim the desert,” converting non-productive lands into bountiful fields and 

bulging cities.  In the valley, people built water systems for farms and tanks for livestock, piped 

water to industries and towns, envisioning more “upbuilding” in the valley, the seemingly natural 

progression of economic development on the Texas Rolling Plains. And that interpretation of 

events is how many historians recorded irrigation and agricultural development, as another step 

towards modern civilization.2  

                                                
1 Captain B.B. Paddock, A Twentieth Century History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Volume II 
(New York: The Lewis Publishing Company, 1906), 444; Karl Offen, "Historical Political Ecology: An 
Introduction," Historical Geography 32 (2004): 19-42. Historical geographers define political ecology as the 
intersection of political, economic, and social factors that affect environmental issues. Many political ecology 
studies analyze the influence of society, state, corporate, and transnational powers on environmental problems and 
influencing policy. 
 
2 Progressive era Northwest Texas often used the term “Upbuilding” to describe economic development in the Big 
Wichita River Valley. Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce President R.E. Huff, for example, stated: “What we aim 
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In reality the socio-economic and environmental outcome was very different. The 

historical record reveals a more complex relationship between land, water, and peoples. Water 

users in the Big Wichita Valley were organisms in their environment, functioning within an 

ecological niche. People dug lateral ditches and tilled their fields. At the same time, inexperience 

with the land and certain cultural values led people to pay little attention to the quality and 

natural cycles of water resources. On the surface the irrigation project may have appeared 

progressive and mutual, but in reality the project was far from a vision of agrarian democracy 

and cooperative development. The record indicates contests for water resources between 

ranchers, farmers, industries, and cities. It resulted in social and legal conflict whereby complex 

patterns of water distribution developed and in turn made water a commodity to be exploited.  

 Turning water into a commodity in the Big Wichita Valley supported economic 

development and population growth for a brief period of time, but progress found its limitation. 

The Big Wichita’s saline waters, caused by the Permian redbeds and gypsum, created problems 

for land, people, and socio-economic systems.3 Many of the consequences went unforeseen for 

decades. At least until a need for better quality water for irrigative, industrial, and municipal use 

became evident in the 1930s. 

 Generally people acted through institutions and legal systems in their contest for water, 

developing federal and state water laws, constitutional amendments, and forming 

organizations—mutual stockholding companies and municipal bonded water districts. A case 

                                                                                                                                                       
to do is to promote . . . upbuilding of any and all enterprise which make [a] progressive city.” The quote is taken 
from the president’s toast at annual chamber of commerce banquet. January 11, 1910, Wichita Falls Chamber of 
Commerce Records 1901-1964 (WFCC), Southwest Collection (SWC), Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas.  

 
3 Texas and federal government define saline water “as water containing more than 1,000 parts per million of 
dissolved solids.” Allen G. Winslow and L. R. Kister, Saline-Water Resources of Texas, Geological Survey water-
supply paper, 1365 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O., 1956), 1 and Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Reconnaissance in 
the Wichita River Drainage of North-Central Texas (Canyon, TX: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore 
Research Center, West Texas State University, 1972), 2-33.  
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study of the Big Wichita River indicates how these systems functioned within a Southern Plains 

river basin ecosystem and how the political climate of Texas differed from the rest of the United 

States. Texas is a state understudied by irrigation historians, although some recent studies have 

focused on the region, including those studies by Glen Ely, Stephen Bogner, and Char Miller.4 

Most historians ignore Texas because it does not fit well into a national narrative of federal 

reclamation acts. Texas owned its own public lands, making many early federal acts irrelevant 

for the state. Furthermore, Texas capitalists faced serious political obstacles in their effort to 

control water, primarily due to a convoluted state constitution, and they accomplished only parts 

of their political and economic visions.  

 Most row crop agriculture in the Big Wichita valley remained subsistence based until the 

1880s. And by the late 1880s some irrigation occurred from man-made tanks.5 Commercial 

agriculture and related enterprises expanded, initially spurred by growing populations of 

ranchers, bison bone pickers, and dry-land farmers, and then by a population boom in 1882 with 

the arrival of the Fort Worth and Denver City Railway (FW&D). With the arrival of the railroad 

local elite leaders like county judge Joseph Barwise and banker Colonel John G. James promoted 

Wichita Falls as a future center for agribusiness.6  

                                                
4 Steve Bogener, Ditches Across the Desert: Irrigation in the Lower Pecos Valley (Lubbock, Tex: Texas Tech 
University Press, 2003). 
 
5 Margaret Lee Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project.” (M.A. Thesis, 
Southern Methodist University, 1939), 39; Registration Sheet of C.R. Coker, for Golden Jubileee, Wichita Falls, 
Texas, September 26th, 27th, and 28th, 1932, Historical Survey, Wichita Falls, Texas, Center for American History 
(CAH); Robert S. Weddle, After the Massacre: The Violent Legacy of the San Saba Mission, With the Original 
Diary of the 1759 Red River Campaign, Translated by Carl Lipscomb (Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech University Press, 
2007), 118-128; Deed Records, Wichita County, Book 1, page 10, patent number 1015, Abstract 261, Wichita 
County (2877), Wichita County Archives (WCA), Wichita Falls, Texas; Mabel Gilbert Section, Wichita County 
Files, Texas Historic Commission (THC); Louise Kelly, Wichita County Beginnings (Burnett, TX: Eakin Press, 
1982), 5; and Steve Wilson, Wichita Falls: A Pictorial History (Norfolk, Va.: The Donning Co., 1982), 29.  
 
6 Robert Lloyd Neelley, “Wichita Falls from Frontier Settlement to City,” MA Thesis, Southern Methodist 
University, 1964, 55 and John Gould, “Furthermore and However,” Wichita Falls Daily Times, February 4, 1952, in 
Wichita Falls File and Scrapbook, Vertical File, CAH. 
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 Judge Barwise and the John Scott heirs convinced the FW&D railroad magnates, 

Greenville Dodge and R.E. Montgomery, to build the rail line through Wichita Falls. Barwise, 

who had moved from Missouri to Cedar Springs, near Dallas, Texas in January 1877 was unable 

to start a successful business in wheat separating. So Barwise moved his family to Wichita Falls 

in December 1879, starting fresh in the fledgling town. On arrival Barwise dug a well and 

immediately broke ground on a farm.7 Barwise found that he had plenty of land, but needed 

access to agricultural markets to sell his agricultural goods. Three years later, in 1882 Barwise 

contributed fifty-five percent of his land to a bonus designed to induce the railroad through the 

new town of Wichita Falls. The Fort Worth and Denver Railroad accepted the profitable terms 

and built to Wichita Falls in1882.8  

With the arrival of the rail, Wichita County officially organized out of Montague and 

Clay counties, and Barwise became the county judge and an important part of the county’s 

governing body, emerging as an important proponent and visionary for commercial agriculture. 9 

Barwise, called the “Father of Wichita Falls” by some local historians, envisioned Wichita Falls 

as “a most magnificent city . . . a queen crowned at the very gates of this great Llano Estacado . . 

                                                                                                                                                       
 

7 Joseph B. Barwise, born 1829 in Cincinnati, Ohio, migrated to Missouri in 1841. B. B. Paddock, History and 
Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Volume I (Chicago: Lewis Publishing Co., 1906), 239-241 and 
Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Joseph Hodson Barwise" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/BB/fba98.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 
 
8 The railroad men Dodge and Montgomery accepted the terms and formed the Texas Townsite Company in order to 
profit from their newly acquired lands in the town. Dodge acted as chief stockholder in the company while 
Montgomery managed the company and lot sales in Wichita Falls. On 27 September 1882, the date considered the 
birthday of Wichita Falls, the Texas Townsite Company held a town lot sale. Richard C. Overton, Gulf to the 
Rockies: The Heritage of the Fort Worth and Denver-Colorado and Southern Railways, 1861-1898 (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1953), 98; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Joseph Hodson Barwise" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/BB/fba98.html (accessed February 24, 2009); and Wichita Falls 
File on Scrapbook, Vertical File, Center for American History. 
 
9 Homer C. Laxson, Economic Survey of Wichita County, Texas (Wichita Falls, TX: Bureau of Business and 
Economic Research at Midwestern State University, 1958), n.p. 
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. her many beautiful homes . . . her great business house . . . I can almost see the smoke of the 

locomotive, that messenger of civilization, that comes gliding over the hill . . . In the valley 

below, I see dimly outlined a net work of ditches.”10  

Barwise’s grandiose vision included not only steel horses, but also engineered irrigation 

ditches. His mission, like many during the Gilded Age “was to introduce settlement in an empty 

land, to fabricate an empire de novo out of yeoman farmers, miners, and manufacturers,” a 

shared vision for many western American boosters of the period.11 Dreams of development for 

Barwise meant technology—an iron horse and the engineering to harness water and power from 

the river. Barwise considered these elements basic parts of a modern society.12  

Certainly the train brought more commodities and trade to the Big Wichita River Valley. 

According to waybills from 1891-1892 the FW&D moved meats, shirts, drills, candy, flour, coils 

of rope, hats, lumber, cabbage, coal, and livestock, among other commodities back and forth 

from Wichita Falls, Denver, and Fort Worth, and from there across the world. Not only did 

eleven pounds of cabbage move from Wichita Falls farms to find markets in Quanah, Texas, but 

goods from all over Texas and the United States found markets in Wichita Falls, Quanah, 

Harrold, and the other towns budding alongside the rail line in the upper Red River Valley. As 

more farmers settled in Wichita Falls, the ranchers moved herds westward onto ranches near 

Harrold, where a new depot welcomed market-ready livestock. Land developed near the line, 

                                                
10 Paddock, History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Volume I, 239-241 and Louise Kelley, 
“Joseph Hudson Barwise,” Wichita County Folder, Recorded Texas Historic Landmarks, THC. 
  
11 Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 150 and Paddock, History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Volume I, 
239-241.  
 
12 Barwise had two sons that actively continued Barwise’s legacy in the rail industry. Myron Barwise served as 
engineer on the Wichita Valley Railroad and Joseph H. Barwise, Jr. acted as an attorney for the Fort Worth and 
Denver Railroad. Fort Worth and Denver City Railway Company Papers, Manuscript Collection, SWC and 
Paddock, History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Volume I, 239-241. 
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allowing the owners of the land, most often times the railroad men themselves, to profit 

handsomely from selling the land. Completion of trunk lines further opened the land for 

settlement and market participation. The Wichita Valley Railway from Wichita Falls, in Wichita 

County, to Seymour, the county seat of Baylor County, for example, threw open land for home 

seekers and a new agricultural country of vast extent. Along developing trunk lines, the FW&D 

claimed, “unoccupied lands” awaited now “opened for settlement” by the railway.13 

During the Gilded Age (1880-1900) a vision of economic growth based on water 

development and railroad expansion, as made evident by Barwise’s vision, proliferated in the 

Big Wichita River Valley. The Fort Worth and Denver Railway helped spread this idea of an 

agricultural paradise in North-Central Texas through pamphlets. The railway claimed the line to 

Wichita Falls from “Fort Worth, Texas… traverses through the greatest wheat, corn and cotton 

producing country on the face of the earth the famous Wichita, Pease, and Red River Valleys, 

unequaled in richness of soil, good water, good schools and churches; a soil as prolific as that of 

any other agricultural State....”14 Certainly the boosters of the Gilded Age, not only gilded socio-

economic aspects in the region, but exaggerated the natural conditions of the upper Red River. 

Regional historians lauded the rapid development of the region and described railroad 

men, city builders, and pioneers as conquerors of “Indian wilderness.” They believed it was 

manifest destiny, and that steel rails literally “birthed” Wichita Falls. Not only scholars and 

religious leaders, but also many local citizens believed regional history clearly displayed natural 

human development from heathen wilderness to Christian civilization and that the train 

symbolized the arrival of that progress.  

                                                
13 Fort Worth and Denver City Railway Company Papers, Manuscript Collection, SWC and Registration Sheet of 
George B. Ancelifier, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
14 Fort Worth and Denver City Railway Company Papers, Manuscript Collection, SWC. 
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 From an environmental perspective, “progress” certainly brought change, but in many 

cases destructive change, thus offering a contrarian’s point of view to a once triumphal narrative. 

For example, the history of the falls in Wichita Falls, Texas, and the destruction of the falls in 

1886 offer a perfect example of such destructive environmental change. The story illustrates not 

only change in the river’s flow, but also the entrepreneurial spirit and cultural mindset of Gilded 

Age water developers.  

 The power and sound of cascades across dry plains beckoned to humans for centuries. 

George Washington Allard while riding the ranges of the Big Wichita Valley in 1858 

remembered camping on the spot where future city builders located Wichita Falls, the falls 

making a welcoming repast for passing cowboys and buffalo hunters.15 Many of the early 

American settlers recalled the sounds of the falls, several cascades from four to six feet tall. 

Accounts mentioned not only natural beauty, but also geographic importance as a crossing where 

“a solid rock bottom at the falls” made crossing the river possible during certain times of the 

year. Pioneers recalled one could “cross the river there when you could not cross at any other 

place.”16  

 The force and power of the falls caught the attention of banker and developer Colonel 

John G. James, who led the first major attempt by a group of citizens to capture the river and 

make use of its strength. Raising capital for the Big Wichita River project, Colonel James and a 

man named Foreman set about organizing a gristmill company. Settler Aaron Dodson made clear 

                                                
15 Registration Sheet of George Washington Alllard, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH and 
Registration Sheet of E.L. Humphreys, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 

  
16 “Reminiscences of Mart Banta,” Wichita Falls Reminiscences, Wichita Falls Public Library (WFPL), Wichita 
Falls, Texas and “Visitor Can Remember Viewing Falls on River,” Wichita Daily Times, May 4, 1952, Wichita Falls 
Scrapbook from 1950 to 1989, Vertical File, CAH. Aaron Dodson also recalled that his family “frequently forded 
the river below the falls…and a few times a ferry boat was used in making the crossing.” Registration Sheet of 
Aaron Dodson, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. Later settlers built a bridge over the river near the 
old location of the falls.  
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that the power of the river would be used to make energy for the mill; it would be “A rock dam 

…built across the river in a plan to harness the water power suggested by the falls.”17  In 1885, 

James and Foreman organized eager Wichitans into a private waterpower company. Early in 

1886, the company quarried four-foot-square blocks of sandstone out of the bluffs and 

transported the blocks on barges downriver to the dam location.18 The company hired German-

born stonecutter Augustus Hendrich, an immigrant from war torn Saxony, to construct the dam 

between present-day Lamar and Scott Street, upstream from the falls located near Ohio Street.19 

The planners located the dam, an earthen work made of rocks, dirt, and logs, above the 

falls. Fritz Hendrichs, the son of Augustus Hendrich, remembered his father claimed after 

completing the dam, “Why that dam won’t hold. Just dirt and logs and a few rocks. The first rain 

will send it over the falls.” As completion neared in the spring, the German’s prediction came 

true. A four-foot rise in the river from the first spring showers caused the new structure to sag, 

bulge, give way, and rush downriver. The demise of the dam also meant destruction of the 

“falls,” located below.20 The falls became victim to debris from the earthen dam, both scouring it 

out and covering it up. Other floods, most notably those in 1899 and 1915, changed the river’s 

course, further obscuring the falls’ original site.21 

                                                
17 Registration Sheet of Aaron Dodson, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
18 Judy Cox, “Where is the Falls,” Wichita Falls Times, December, 31, 1978, Wichita Falls, Texas, Vertical File, 
CAH.  
 
19 Registration Sheet of Frtiz Hendrich, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH. 
 
20 Harry Parks, “When Earthen Dam Broke in 1886 to Erase River Falls Recalled by Pioneer Now 74,” Wichita 
Daily Times, 27 February 1949; Jody Cox, “Where is the Falls in Wichita Falls?” Wichita Falls Times, 21 December 
1978, WCA. 
 
21 Harry Parks, “When Earthen Dam Broke in 1886 to Erase River Falls Recalled by Pioneer Now 74,” Wichita 
Daily Times, 27 February 1949; “Wichita River Falls Being Rebuilt Here,” Wichita Falls Times, 22 April 1955, 
WCA; Jody Cox, “Where is the Falls in Wichita Falls?” Wichita Falls Times, 31 December 1978, WCA.; and “Place 
Names in Wichita County,” Wichita County, Texas (1), Vertical File, CAH 
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 Early American settler Aaron Dodson recalled, “the dam went out with the first head rise 

and the rock and force of the water leveled the falls.”22 In her “Historical Sketch of Wichita 

Falls,” Mrs A.H. Carrigan related that “old Mr. Foreman, sanguine as to the possibility, 

endeavored to put in a water mill,” but afterwards the flood debris erased the falls “dividing 

asunder the high sounding name of our city.”23 Historian Johnnie Morgan lamented the falls 

were “destroyed by the washing out of a dam built by ambitious waterpower enthusiasts and the 

filling of the riverbed below the falls. Thus was wiped away what promised to be natural scenic 

view that might have been a pride to us now, especially since from them we get part of our 

name…” These historians believed in progress, but at the same time fretted about the loss of 

natural beauty progress imposed. They lamented the erasing of the falls, the very place-name of 

what these historians called “the City that Faith Built”—Wichita Falls.24 

Despite lamenting the loss of the falls, few took the time to learn any lesson from the 

washing out of the falls; many newspapermen simply blamed the rain.25 Soon people sought 

again to harness the Big Wichita River, envisioning hydroelectric dams, head gates at a diversion 

reservoir in the canyons, and a larger storage reservoir upriver. They saw ditches running from 

the head gates to water the cities, factories, and farmlands. Market culture continued to treat 

water resources and the power of the river as commodities to be exploited for the use of humans. 

The story of the destruction of the falls is really less important than the ingrained cultural 

mindset that led to the destruction of the falls. A societal cosmology based in Judeo-Christian 

                                                
22 Registration Sheet of Aaron Dodson, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, Texas, CAH.  
 
23 “A Historical Sketch of Wichita Falls,” Reminiscences of Mrs. A.H. Carrigan, Wichita Falls Reminiscences, 
WFPL. 
 
24 Jonnie R. Morgan, The History of Wichita Falls (Wichita Falls, TX: Nortex Offset Publications Inc., 1931). 

 
25 Joe Brown, “Washed Out: Great Downpours used to spell disaster for Wichita Falls,” Wednesday, August 17, 
205, Wichita Falls Times Record News. 
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tenets, faith in technology efficiency, and the economic imperatives of “cooperative” capitalism 

dominated North Texas belief systems from the 1880s through the 1930s. A brief review of 

peoples’ beliefs and cultural mindset allows for some important context for the development of 

the Big Wichita River Valley. 

Religion for a great many settlers in Wichita Falls, “The City that Faith Built,” influenced 

their worldview. The north Texans believed God not only gave them natural resources to 

develop, but also granted “mankind dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the 

air, and over the cattle and over the whole of Earth.”26 People genuinely believed growth and 

progress to be ordained by God and good for socio-economic institutions. In the 1930s, Mrs. 

A.H. Carrigan, daughter of Joseph Barwise, in her “Historical Sketch of Wichita Falls” echoed 

this believe when she floridly described the growth of “magnificent churches…spires reaching 

heavenward, as if to invoke the Divine blessing upon the city of the great desert.”27 

Also in Texas, as in the rest of the United States, many people believed in a gospel of 

technology efficiency—advanced technological efficiency that would wield rivers and create 

empires out of semi-arid lands.28 Engineers embodied the tenets of technological efficiency, a 

professional class that combined market-culture values with scientific expertise. Engineers 

orchestrated and physically changed the landscape for money. As scientifically trained experts 

engineers attempted to achieve conquest over nature through technology. Yet after every attempt 

to dominate nature, the conquest remained incomplete and always required more bureaucratic 

                                                
 

26 Genesis 1:20-28; Genesis 9:1; Psalms 8:3; and James 3:3.   
  

27 “A Historical Sketch of Wichita Falls,” Reminiscences of Mrs. A.H. Carrigan, Wichita Falls Reminiscences, 
WFPL. 
 
28 Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive Conservation Movement, 1890-1920 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959). 
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efforts, scientific expertise, and technological solutions to solve new and often unforeseen 

problems. People attempted to collate technological vision and natural rhythms, but still the 

domination over nature remained incomplete.29  

 And finally, from an economic perspective development in the Big Wichita required 

cooperation and capital, so-called “cooperative capitalism.” Despite alternative approaches to 

development of natural resources that existed at that time, such as John Wesley Powell’s vision 

for “watershed democracies” or George Perkins Marsh’s well-thought-out approaches to water 

resources, water in Northwest Texas became a market commodity in a “cooperative” capitalistic 

economy.30 In the late nineteenth century railroad promoters and “city builders” like Morgan 

Jones and Captain B.B. Paddock promoted cooperative capitalism in Wichita Falls and northwest 

Texas. Colonel James’s failure to make a gristmill on the Big Wichita River, and the subsequent 

destruction of the falls serves as an early example of the legacy of cooperative capitalism during 

the Gilded Age. People believed in human domination over nature even when nature broke free, 

and disproved that thesis. 

 Within this public context of resource development, boosters worked closely with and 

often within area chambers of commerce. Local businessmen eagerly listened when men like 

Jones, Paddock, and Colonel James spoke about economic benefits for Northwest Texas 

communities. In a speech to the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce, B.B. Paddock lectured, 

                                                
29 James Sherow, “The Chimerical Vision: Michael Creed Hinderlider and Progressive Engineering in Colorado,” 
Essays and Monographs in Colorado History No. 9 (1989): 37-59. 
 
30 George P. Marsh, “Irrigation: Its Evils, the Rememdies, the Compensations,” 43 Congress, 1 session, Senate Misc. 
Doc. 55, 873, Serial No. 1584; George P. Marsh, Man and Nature; Or Physical Geography as Modified by Human 
Action, ed. David Lowenthal (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1965); John Welsey Powell, “Report on the Lands of the 
Arid Region With a More Detailed Account of Utah with Maps,” 45 Cong., 2 ses., H. Ex. Doc. 73, 1878, Serial No. 
1805; Donald Worster, "Watershed Democracy: Recovering the Lost Vision of John Wesley Powell," eds. Marnie 
Leybourne and Andrea Gaynor, Water: Histories, Cultures, Ecologies (Crawley, Australia: University of Western 
Australia Press, 2006), 7-10.   
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“Concentration of effort and combination of capital means much for your city . . . and the 

unanimity with which your people respond according to their resources, and the spirit they have 

manifested cannot help but build a large city.”31 The Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce 

parroted Paddock “It is an established fact that cities can be made to grow in such proportion as 

co-operative citizens and progressive methods are adopted in the development of its commercial 

and natural resources.”32 Development of natural resources, such as water resources and fossil 

fuels, meant making commodities of them. Communal resources and public lands dissipated as 

water resources became more tied into a market economy.  

For example, at the turn of the century a large public well acted as a necessity for the 

community, but over time private wells emerged to meet the demands of an expanding citizenry. 

The public well with “time honored windlass, around which a heavy rope kept in safety the ‘old 

oaken bucket’” graced the town center for many years. Newcomers often looked upon “this well 

as somewhat unsanitary.” The taste of the water “most disagreeable” contained gypsum and red 

sand.33 And until the early 1900s, the bulk of the municipal water supply came from such public 

wells. But soon many enterprising men, including C.R. Coker started digging private wells and 

putting up windmills, which Coker admitted “was a profitable business.” Private wells for a 

thirsty citizenry exemplified the subtle change from communal forms of water resources to more 

privatized ones.34 

                                                
31 January 6, 1909, Reel 1, 1901-1918 Minutes, WFCC. 
 
32 “Secretary Gohlke’s Report,” January 6, 1909, Reel 1, 1901-1918 Minutes, WFCC. 
 
33 Reminiscences of Mrs. A.H. Carrigan, Wichita Falls Reminiscences, WFPL; C. H. Gordon, Geology and 
Underground Waters of the Wichita Region, North-Central Texas (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1913). 

 
34 John Gould, “Furthermore and However,” Wichita Falls Daily Times, October 29, 1951, in Wichita Falls File and 
Scrapbook, Vertical File, CAH and Registration Sheet of C.R. Coker, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH. 
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By 1899 new private forms of power and water resources emerged to meet the growing 

needs of the city. The privately owned Highland Lake Wichita Irrigation and Water Company 

constructed Lake Wichita as an irrigation project and private municipal water and power 

supplier.35 A dam of earth, nearly thirty-five feet high and 8,800 feet across Holiday Creek 

created a reservoir that Kemp estimated would “irrigate 4,000 to 8,000 acres.”36 Local 

businessmen Joseph Kemp succeeded in interesting Texas capitalists Isaac Herbert Kempner and 

Morris Lasker of Galveston and Henry Sayles of Abilene, Texas in the private water and 

irrigation project.37 Furthermore, Kemp promised “big profit” for future investors in like 

projects.38  

The private company financed the construction of the dam and reservoir, buying up 4,000 

acres to be irrigated by the project. Kemp’s wealthy investing partners helped to raise the 

$175,000 needed to complete construction by 1901.39 A private company now provided water, 

                                                
35 Holliday and McGrath Creeks, Wichita Falls,  Texas, Flood Plain Information, Prepared for the City of Wichita 
Falls by the Department of the Army, Tulsa District, Corps of Engineers, Tulsa Oklahoma, May 1976. 
 
36 T. U. Taylor, Irrigation Systems of Texas (Washington: Govternement Printing Office, 1902), 79. 

37 In 1854 Harris Kempner arrived in New York from Poland seeking opportunity in the United States. He worked in 
New York as a day laborer until he earned enough money for passage to Texas. In 1859 he started a small business 
in Cold Springs in San Jacinto County, Texas. After the Civil War the firm of H. Kempner became large and 
profitable. In association with Kemp & Kell, the Kempner interests built or financed the Wichita Falls Railroad, 
Wichita Falls and Northwestern Railroad, Wichita Falls & Southern Railroad, as well as the first dam and irrigation 
plant at Lake Wichita (a project inspired by the late Henry Sayles of Abilene). I. H. “Ike” Kempner was the eldest 
son of H. Kempner. H. Kempner had four sons Stanley E. Kempner, R. Lee Kempner, Daniel W. Kempner, and I.H. 
Kempner. I.H. Kempner held a position in the firm that was like chairman of the board for the the H. Kempner 
Company. Later I.H. Kempner served as mayor of Galveston. “Big Profit in Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 5 
November 1900, Page 1 and Henry Sayles Jr. Papers, Manuscript Collection, Southwest Collection, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, Texas. 
 
38 “Big Profit in Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 5 November 1900, Page 1. 

 
39 The capitalists from Wichita Falls, Clifton, Galveston, and Abilene, Texas made perfect fits for the venture. 
Lasker, an elected Texas state senator in 1895 and owner of Texas Star Flour Mill, purchased properties in Wichita 
Falls in 1906 to profit from the irrigation project. Kempner a future mayor of Galveston and owner of the Imperial 
Sugar Company of Sugar Land, Texas speculated in many profitable projects around the state. Henry Sayles, an 
Abilene, Texas newspaper owner and attorney was a childhood friend of Kemp in their hometown of Clifton, Texas. 
Together their water and irrigation corporation owned four thousand acres. It sold water rights for seventy-five to 
one hundred dollars an acre in 1906. Altogether it was thought that at least ten thousand acres would be bought and 
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but at a cost to citizens, farmers, and industrialists. For Kemp the Lake Wichita Irrigation 

Company meant more than increased profit for his electric, water, wholesale grocery, and real 

estate interests, it was a model to hold up for political change on the state and federal levels. 

Kemp with “beautiful photographs of Lake Wichita” in tow wowed many gatherings of 

businessmen, statesmen, and bureaucrats. 40 Kemp believed the success of the Lake Wichita 

project proved water development a boon for boosters and developers in West Texas. Irrigation 

networks, artificial lakes, and recreational developments foreshadowed the way of the future. 

Furthermore, Kemp believed public, and not private development of water resources would make 

such projects more possible and ultimately more profitable.  

Kemp and his associates intended to use politics to alter the cultural landscape of Big 

Wichita Valley by developing publicly funded water projects. A review of Kemp’s efforts to 

develop the region’s water resources provides insight into how politics and ecology influenced 

each other during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era. Furthermore Kemp offers a human face to 

how ground-level organizations, such as stock holding companies and bonded water districts, 

operated in the Big Wichita River basin.    
                                                                                                                                                       
brought under cultivation from the irrigation project. The reservoir alone cost $105,700. Holiday Creek originates 
southwest of Wichita Falls and flows northeasterly to the Wichita River. The total drainage area is about 170 square 
miles. Lake Wichita when it was built had a capacity of 15,000 acre-feet, a surface area of 2,100 acres, and a 
maximum depth of 16 feet. Flood Plain Information: Holiday and McGrath Creeks, Texas, Prepared for the City of 
Wichita falls By the Department of the Army Tulsa District, Corps of Engineers, Tulsa, Oklahoma, May 1976, 2; 
13th Census, 1910, Volume VII, Agriculture; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Joseph Alexander Kemp" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke14.html (accessed February 24, 2009); Article Written 
by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park Centennial published by the Iowa Park Leader, October 1988, Personal Papers 
of Jimmy E. Banks; John Gunther, Taken at the Flood: The Story of Albert D. Lasker (New York: Harper, 1960); 
Natalie Ornish, Pioneer Jewish Texans (Dallas: Texas Heritage, 1989); Isaac H. Kempner, “H. Kempner: The First 
One Hundred Years,” Texas Gulf Coast Historical Association Publication Series 2.1 (March 1958); Katharyn Duff, 
"The Story of a Prairie Newspaper," in Abilene Remembered: Our Centennial Treasury Book (Abilene, TX: Abilene 
Reporter, 1981); Henry J. Sayles Papers, Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas; Paddock, 
History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Vol. II, 444-445; and Memoirs of Mrs. J.A. Kemp, 
Recorded by Edith Slaten, 10 January 1957, WFPL. 

 
40 March 4, 1913, WFCC, SWC; October 28, 1913, WFCC, SWC; and Registration Sheet of J.L. Jackson, Sr., 
Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH.  Kemp had extensive real etate holdings and partnered with many area 
businesmmen, men such as J.L. Jackson, in real estate deals. 
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Kemp, a conservative southern Democrat called a “progressive” by newspapers across 

the state of Texas, believed he was building an agricultural empire in northwest Texas. The 

Wichita Falls Record News claimed Kemp “helped to rear an empire out of the wastelands of 

Northwest Texas, and earned … the title . . . ‘the father of irrigation in Texas.’”41 A preacher of 

conservationism, he participated in Progressive Era politics from the local to national level, 

serving in state and national irrigation associations, conservation congresses, business 

committees, and water improvement district boards.42  

                                                
41All historical evidence indicates Kemp was a devout conservative Democrat. In 1920, for example, Kemp was 
named as a delegate to the Democratic Convention in San Francisco. Joseph Kemp’s politics resembled those of 
Fort Worth Democrat leader Captain B.B. Paddock. The boosters called themselves Reform Democrats and 
progressives, but resented the ideas of Populism, citing them as dangerous. Paddock was the editor of the Fort Worth 
Democrat and in 1906 and 1922 when Paddock turned to writing about the history of Northwest Texas, he praised 
the “civic minded” Kemp and wrote several trumphal pages on Kemp’s irrigation projects. The Dallas Morning 
News and its agricultural editor V.H. Scoeffelmayer often referred to Kemp as the “Father of Texas Irrigation.” 
Furthermore, Kemp was billed as the Father of Texas Irrigation at several meetings across the state in the late 1890s 
and early 1900s. Wichita Falls Record News, 17 November 1930, Page 1; “Irrigation Meeting Called for Oct. 3-4,” 
Dallas Morning News, Section 1, Page 4; The Better City, Vol. 1, No. 6, June 1, 1920, WFCC, SWC; Buckley B. 
Paddock, A Twentieth Century History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Volume I (Chicago: 
Lewis Publishing, 1906); Buckley B. Paddock, The History of Texas: Fort Worth and the Texas Northwest Edition 
Volume III (Chicago: Lewis Publishing, 1922), 8-11; Buckley B. Paddock, Early Days in Fort Worth (Fort Worth, 
n.d.); Patricia L. Duncan, “Enterprise: B. B. Paddock and Fort Worth-A Case Study of Late Nineteenth Century 
American Boosterism” (M.A. Thesis, University of Texas at Arlington, 1982); Worth Robert Miller, “Building a 
Progressive Coalition in Texas: The Populist-Reform Democrat Rapproachment, 1900-1907,” The Journal of 
Southern History 102:2 (May 1986): 164; and Alwyn Barr, Reconstruction to Reform: Texas Politics, 1876-1906 
(Austin, 1971), 125.  

 
42 June 15, 1909, Reel 1, 1901-1918 Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
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Fig. 7. Irrigation promoter Joseph Kemp served as president of the board of Wichita County 
Water Improvement District No. 1. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech 
University. 
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Kemp spoke frequently before the Texas senate on the issue of conservation, and his 

stance on conservation impacted his outlook on the politics of water. In Wichita Falls he was a 

hero; streets, buildings, and businesses still bear his name, and in the state of Texas people 

viewed him as a leader of the conservation movement. For Kemp, conservation and reclamation 

were one and the same—to reclaim waters meant to conserve them for future use.  Conservation 

also implied efficient future use of resources. It meant good hunting and fishing for future 

generations.  

The idea of conservation held significant political and scientific ground during the 

twentieth century. Respected fluvial geomorphologist (river scientist) Luna B. Leopold explained 

conservation involved “the idea of sustained yield of renewable resources, and prevention of 

extravagant waste of nonrenewable ones.” 43 When Leopold critically looked at conservation 

however, he found “human beings . . . easily taken in by labels” and found conservation to be 

nothing more than “a popular label.” Economic reasoning really dominated progressive thought; 

that conservation was altruistic or even environmentalist does not hold up in the historical 

record. The conservation Kemp wished to assert on the Big Wichita Valley was really order. 

Kemp wanted to make order out of the north Texas environment; he wanted an orderly process 

for water allocation and distribution. Perhaps one could call it altruism, but put in a more 

accurate context, the record indicates Kemp ignored environmental realities in the Big Wichita 

Valley, fostered along development in the city and outskirts of Wichita Falls, and ultimately 

bolstered his own economic interests.44  

                                                
43 Luna B. Leopold, Conservation and Water Management - Part C - the Conservation Attitude. Geological Survey 
circular, 414, 1960. 
 
44 State level histories, such as John T. Cumbler’s work on Progressive Era Connecticut, highlights the complex and 
varied business relationships tied to government-led environmental reform – “reform [that] came from a variety of 
interests, not all of which were altruistic or even environmentalist.” He details the collusion of conservationists and 
boosters on the state level. Cumbler found the widely held belief that science and technology could placate conflict 
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But Joe Kemp cannot be characterized simply as a greedy capitalist who wrecked the 

environment. Kemp, for example, donated the local Wichita Falls library to the community, the 

Kemp Public Library as a gift to his wife Flora Kemp, in a philanthropic spirit. And he bore a 

charismatic and creative charm that won over critics. A round bespectacled face and rosy smile 

awaited the listener who heard Kemp energetically speak on the topic of water. Kemp married 

Flora Anderson in 188345 and shortly thereafter, when the Fort Worth and Denver Railway 

(FW&D) built its first leg from Fort Worth to Wichita Falls, the newlyweds moved to Wichita 

Falls.46 Judge Joseph Barwise encouraged the young couple to settle in Wichita County;47 and 

with Barwise, Kemp formed a nucleus of community elites. Soon Kemp at the young age of 

twenty-two and under Judge Barwise’s tutelage served Wichita County as treasurer.48 

                                                                                                                                                       
often worked to “mask conflict and in doing so undermine[d] the ability of the state to perform its other role as agent 
of the common good.” Henry Sayles Jr. Papers, Manuscript Collection, SWC; Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of 
Efficiency; Samuel P. Hays, “The Politics of Reform in Municipal Government in the Progressive Era,” Pacific 
Northwest Quarterly 55 (October 1964), 157-169; John T. Cumbler, “Conflict, Accommodation, and Compromise: 
Connecticut’s Attempt to Control Industrial Wastes in the Progressive Era,” Environmental History 5 (July 2000): 
315 and 328; Robert E. Bonner, “Buffalo Bill Cody and Wyoming Water Politics,” Western Historical Quarterly 33: 
4 (Winter 2002), 433-452; and Brian Balough, “Scientific Forestry and the Roots of the Modern American State: 
Gifford Pinchot’s Path to Progressive Reform,” Environmental History 7(April 2002): 198-225.  

 
45 W.T. Kemp and Captain Allen Stewart Anderson, the father of Flora Anderson, “were partners in business and 
very close friends.” Captain Anderson was killed in the Civil War, fighting alongside his Confederate compatriot 
W.T. Kemp. “Death Calls J.A. Kemp, Wichita Falls,” Dallas Morning News, 17 November 1930, Section 1, Page 1 
and “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH; Memoirs of Mrs. J.A. Kemp As Told to Ms. Edith Slaten, 10 
January 1957, Diamond Jubilee 1882-1957, Early History Wichita County and North Texas, Wichita County, Texas, 
Historical Series, February 1957, Moffett Library, Special Collections, Midwestern State University, Wichita Falls, 
TX. 

 
46 Joseph Kemp sought the advice of J.D. Brown, a wealthy “groceryman” in Fort Worth before he made his move to 
Wichita Falls. At first Kemp considered moving to Colorado City, but Brown advised Kemp that Colorado City was 
a boomtown. Brown convinced Kemp to move to Wichita Falls because it was the terminus of the Fort Worth & 
Denver Railroad and Fort Sill was only fifty miles north. Brown shipped goods to Fort Sill and Wichita Falls served 
as his shipping point. Brown made Kemp his representative to deliver merchandise to Fort Sill. Memoirs of Mrs. 
J.A. Kemp As Told to Ms. Edith Slaten, 10 January 1957, Diamond Jubilee 1882-1957: Early History Wichita 
County and North Texas, Wichita County, Texas, Historical Series, February 1957, Moffett Library, Special 
Collections, Midwestern State University, Wichita Falls, TX. 

  
47 “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 

 
48 A group of citizens led by Judge Joseph Barwise convinced the principal builders of the Fort Worth and Denver 
Railway, General Greenville M. Dodge and his son-in-law R.E. Montgomery, to build through the center of Wichita 
Falls by offering a land grant consisting of fifty percent of all property along the right of way of the rail line through 
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Kemp participated in the grocery business, purveying nature’s commodities to the people 

and understanding well the relationship between good crop seasons and grocery sales receipts. 

The aspiring young man opened his grocery store in the growing railroad town at the corner of 

Eighth and Ohio streets in downtown Wichita Falls. Kemp prospered in the Gilded Age, his 

small general store doing a large share of business with people in the town and neighboring 

countryside.49  

When the Kemps first arrived in the upper Red River basin, they came to “cattle country” 

where one could not find a pint of milk or even a dozen eggs to buy. Most people subsisted from 

their own farms, and when they needed other foodstuffs and supplies they traveled to Henrietta, 

Gainesville, or Jacksboro. In Wichita Falls the growing countryside of dry-land farmers and 

cattlemen provided the perfect untapped market for Kemp’s groceries. Wichita Falls a new 

railhead on the edge of Indian Territory, near Fort Sill, and connected to Fort Worth attracted 

Indian traders, farmers, and ranchers. Mrs. Flora Kemp related many stories of selling and 

trading with the Indians, and especially delighted in retelling stories about her run ins with 

Quanah Parker.50 The market for groceries in northwest Texas continued to grow as populations 

grew. The United States Census indicates the Wichita County population in 1880 at 433 and 

                                                                                                                                                       
town. Dodge and Montgomery accepted the terms and formed the Texas Townsite Company in order to profit from 
their newly acquired lands in the town. Dodge acted as chief stockholder in the company while Montgomery 
managed the company and lot sales in Wichita Falls. On 27 September 1882, the date considered the birthday of 
Wichita Falls, the Texas Townsite Company held a town lot sale. Overton, Gulf to the Rockies, 98 and “Joseph 
Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 

 
49 “Death Calls J.A. Kemp, Wichita Falls,” Dallas Morning News, 17 November 1930, Section 1, Page 1 and 
“Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH and Registratin Sheet of Mrs. Mary McKissack, Historical Survey of 
Wichita Falls, CAH; and Registration Sheet of Mary McKissack, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH; and 
Memoirs of Mrs. J.A. Kemp in Diamond Jubilee 1882-1957: Early History Wichita County and North Texas, 
Wichita County, Texas, Historical Series (February 1957), Recorded by Edith Slaten, 10 January 1957, MSU Moffet 
Library. 

 
 

50 Memoirs of Mrs. J.A. Kemp, Moffett Library and “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH.  
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4,831 in 1890.51 During this period Kemp formed tight financial bonds with regional financiers 

like railroad and real estate man Morgan Jones, and with his banking mentor Colonel John G. 

James.52 

Farmers who shopped at Kemp’s grocery store described the difficulty of raising crops in 

Wichita County’s dry environment and erratic climate, especially from 1884 to 1886 when one 

of the worst droughts in Texas history struck the plains. But, in 1887 weather conditions changed 

and for four years the climate seemed ideal for farming. But again, in the 1890s drought 

returned. Climatic and environmental conditions seemed for developers unstable, years of 

drought followed by years of intense rainfall caused agriculture and agribusiness to falter some 

years.53 Farmers with bumper crops meant farmers with money to spend on groceries, whereas 

years of drought meant less bank deposits and less goods sold.  

 In the early 1890s when “drouth” returned Kemp pondered how conditions could be 

improved. How could the erratic climate that caused an unstable economy be better controlled? 

How could a water system be overlaid atop the landscape to provide a more orderly distribution 

                                                
51 U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census Records, 1860-1930.  

  
52 Morgan Jones owned much of northwest Texas. He owned large shares in Dos Cabezas Mines Company, Cescent 
Hotel Company, Continental Bank and Trust Comoany, Fidelity Trust Comany, The Texas Company, Camp Bird 
Extension Mining Company, Capitol National Bank, Fort Worth and Denver City Railway Company, Mutual Cotton 
Oil Company, the Record Company, Commercial Club, Tip Top Mining Company of Missouri, India Wharf 
Brewing Company, Wichita Valley Railway Company, Star Publishing Company, Western Maryland Rail Road 
Company, Missouri Edison Preferred, Rosario Mining & Milling Company, Fort Worth National Bank, and First 
National Bank of Munday. He owned lands in the counties of Archer, Young, Clay, Tarrant, Wichita, Montague, 
Baylor, and even  owned timberland in some counties in East Texas and in Oregon and Washington. Box#1 File#7 
Notes, 1877-1928, Promissory Notes, Bonds, Associated Correspondene and Box #1 File #2 State of Texas, County 
of Young, October 15, 1930, Contract and Agreement made and entered into by R.E. Helm of Young County, 
Texas, Percy Jones, Executor of the Morgan Jones Estate, of Taylor County, Texas, J.A. Kemp and Frank Kell both 
of Wichita County, Texas, parties of the first part, and R.J. Farabee of Young County, Texas, party of the second 
part, Morgan Jones Papers, 1840-1926, SWC.   
 
53 In 1883 Texas opened some western school lands, drawing thousands of immigrant farmers to the area. And one 
of the worst droughts in Texas history occurred from 1884-86, causing most of the farmers to fail and to return to 
East. Dallas Morning News, 4 October 1924, Page 1; J. W. Williams, "A Statistical Study of the Drought of 1886," 
West Texas Historical Association Year Book 21 (1945); and Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Droughts" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/DD/ybd1.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 
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of water to the farmers, ranchers, and townspeople? Kemp believed “conserving” floodwaters 

behind dams would not only protect property during rainy years, but also retain the “precious 

water” for drought-stricken ones.54 By the 1890s Kemp had settled on the solution to the region’s 

unreliable water supply problem: reclamation and conservation. 

Kemp expanded his grocery business in 1890, moving out of owning retail stores and into 

the wholesale grocery business. He sold his store at Eighth and Ohio, bought out a wholesale 

grocery company, organized the J.A. Kemp Wholesale Grocery Company, and opened branches 

in several Northwest Texas communities.55 Kemp’s wholesale business grew and annually did 

one million dollars worth of business, relying on local farmers and the railroad for goods in his 

stores across northwest Texas.56 In 1891 just as Kemp expanded his business interests, the City 

National Bank elected Kemp president.57  The dream of the wide-eyed young man with rosy 

cheeks from Clifton, Texas to run a bank and own a wholesale company had become reality. And 

as Kemp’s success in business continued so did his interest in irrigated agriculture. Between 

1889 and 1899 rapid and large increases in irrigated acreage occurred throughout Texas.58 Kemp 

                                                
54 Dallas Morning News, 4 October 1924, Page 1 and John S. Spratt, The Road the Spindletop (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1970).  

 
55 J.P. Bourland, for example, sold goods at Throckmorton, Texas, buying wholesale from J.A. Kemp in Seymour, 
Texas. Mrs. Mary Seamanda had a store in Iowa Park, Texas, buying wholesale from J.A. Kemp in Wichita Falls. 
Registration Sheet of J.P. Bourland, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH; and Registration Sheet of Mary 
McKissack, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH. 

 
56 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Joseph Kemp" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke14.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 

 
57 Colonel John G. James, the man who funded the destruction of the falls, chartered the City National Bank. “Death 
Calls J.A. Kemp, Wichita Falls,” Dallas Morning News, 17 November 1930, Section 1, Page 1 and “Joseph 
Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH.  

 
58 The growth in irrigation in the late nineteenth century can be seen by comparing census records from the 11th 
Census (1889) and the 12th Census (1899). Taylor, Irrigation Systems of Texas, 11.  
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watched this growth in irrigation and thought prosperity may lie in the expanding agribusiness 

enterprise.   

Kemp’s influence continued to grow as he expanded his business empire in the region. 

Area businessmen, especially grocers, did business through Kemp. For example, neighboring 

city booster John L. Elbert Sr. of Quanah, Texas, called Kemp a “man of vision . . . linking years 

of mutual cooperation for N.W. Texas development.”59 In 1894 Kemp literally linked the region 

when he chartered the Wichita Falls Railway Company, establishing himself as president. After 

the sale of $20,000 worth of stock and $250,000 in bonds, construction began to connect Wichita 

Falls with the tracks of the Missouri, Kansas and Texas (MK&T) Railroad at Henrietta in Clay 

County.60 In 1894 Henrietta operated as the western terminus of the MK&T. And until then 

many regional state boosters believed Henrietta would become a “thriving” metropolis in North 

Central Texas.  

Kemp, however, dashed small town Henrietta’s urban dreams. Henrietta’s “hopes were 

shattered,” according to railroad historian V.V. Masterson, “by an ambitious grocer who lived in 

Wichita Falls . . . . [T]he far sighted grocer [Kemp] . . . saw unlimited opportunities for his little 

town if it could only secure another road, one going northeast instead of northwest, in addition to 

the Denver line.”61  Kemp’s deal with the MK&T sidelined Henrietta and made Wichita Falls a 

rail hub where the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas rail line met the Fort Worth and Denver line. At 

the expense of other regional cities like Henrietta, Kemp led a successful campaign for railroad 

                                                
59 Elbert brought Quanah Parker to a Fourth of July celebration in 1895 as a gimmick to bolster the notoriety of the 
new town. Registration Sheet of John L. Elbert Sr., Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH. 

 
60 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Wichita Falls Railway" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/WW/eqw14.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 

 
61 V.V. Masterson, The Katy Railroad and the Last Frontier (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1952), 263. 
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promotion that established Wichita Falls as a rail and agribusiness center.62 Since agriculture 

drove economics during this period, Kemp’s diversification into the rail business linked him 

even closer to the farming economy. Kemp built the line by securing funds from local private 

businessmen,63 and which led six months later to another population boom for Wichita Falls, 

surging from 2,000 to 5,000 people, many of the new people farmers and workers related to 

agricultural businesses.64 

At the turn of the twentieth century a trio of local elite men, Morgan Jones, Joseph Kemp, 

and Frank Kell, steadily grew the Wichita Falls economy through various agribusiness projects, 

often managed by Kell, promoted by Kemp, and funded by Jones.65 Morgan Jones financed 

several projects in northwest Texas and southwest Oklahoma, including for example the cotton 

oil seed mill in Frederick, Oklahoma that served Frederick, Chickasha, and Shawnee, 

Oklahoma.66 Before arriving in Wichita Falls in 1885, Frank Kell managed grain and mill 

businesses in Galveston and Clifton, Texas. Kell who was Kemp’s brother-in-law and Morgan 
                                                
62 Masterson, The Katy Railroad and the Last Frontier, 263-264; Missouri, Kansas and Texas Railway Company 
Records, 1871-1972, SWC; and Paddock, History and Biographical Record of North and West Texas, Vol. I,  315. 

 
63 The MK&T agreed to buy Kemp’s line once it was established and proved profitable. Masterson, The Katy 
Railroad and the Last Frontier, 263.  
 
64 Ibid., 264. 
 
65Ambrose Yeager, Frank Kell’s secretary took dictation from Kell everyday. Yeager explained the differences 
between Kemp and Kell. “Mr. Kemp was a promoter of enterprise, especially irrigation, and he was interested in the 
wholesale business. He was civic minded. Kemp, for example, kept German-born E.A. Clousnitzer’s Electric Light 
Plant in operation in 1899, paying out of pocket the $200 needed to operate the plant. Eventually electric light 
became favored when Mr. Zundelowitz’z Clothing Store in downtown Wichita Falls caught fire from an Acetylene 
Gas Lamp that exploded. Men like Clousnitzer praised Kemp for capital investments, claiming that Kemp was civic 
minded.  Mr. Kell was more of a business man “. . . He would take chances on selling grain in advance to create a 
market. He lived by the philosophy . . . ‘Opportunities do not happen; you just make them happen.’” Memoirs of 
Ambrose Yeager As Told to Ms. Edith Slaten, 26 March 1957, Diamond Jubilee 1882-1957, Early History Wichita 
County and North Texas, Wichita County, Texas, Historical Series, February 1957, Moffett Library, Special 
Collections, Midwestern State University, Wichita Falls, TX.; and Registration Sheet of E.A. Clousnitzer, Historical 
Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH; Registration Sheet of Alex Albright, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH.  

   
66 Box #1 File #2, Articles of Agreement, July, 9, 1907 signed by Thomas Self and Morgan Jones, Morgan Jones 
Papers, 1840-1926, SWC.  
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Jones both recognized the economic benefit in rail expansion, growth that corresponded with 

regional agricultural markets. Especially after Joseph Kemp had proved the profitability of such 

associations, especially with the Missouri, Kansas, & Texas rail project, both Jones and Kell 

received Kemp’s full attention.67  

Kemp and Kell, the tireless businessmen, maneuvered to tie themselves more directly to 

agricultural markets and railroad expansion and that meant owning rail lines and majority shares 

in mill operations. When Kell arrived in Wichita Falls, Kemp, Morris Lasker, and Morgan Jones 

owned most of the stock in the Wichita Valley Milling Company.68 Kemp persuaded Lasker, at 

the time principle stockholder, to employ Frank Kell, as the mill’s manager.69 Kell began 

managing the venture in 1896 and by the end of the year Kemp and Kell purchased majority 

interest from Lasker.70  

                                                
67 Masterson, The Katy Railroad and the Last Frontier, 264; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Joseph Kemp" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke14.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 
 
68 Morgan Jones funded many mill operations in the region and in many cases allowed in the articles of agreement 
for certain partners to buy him out. For example Morgan Jones funded Thomas Self who made an agreement with 
"certain citizens of Frederick, Chickasha, and Shawnee, Oklahoma, to the effect that the said Thomas Self of 
Crockett, Texas, will build and equip in Frederick, Oklahoma, three-press, sixty-ton cottonseed oil mill complete, 
for the sum of sixty-four thousand dollars ($64,000) agreing to take a large part of said Company called the 
"Frederick Cotton Oil and Manufacturing Company." Like Self, Kell later bought out all other investors in the 
Wichita Mill and Elevator Company. “Frank Kell,” Vertical File, CAH;  Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Frank 
Kell” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke7.html (accessed February 24, 2009) and Articles 
of Agreement, July, 9, 1907 signed by Thomas Self and Morgan Jones, Box #1 File #2, Morgan Jones Papers, 1840-
1926, SWC. 

 
69 “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH and John Gould, “Furthermore and However,” Wichita Falls Daily 
Times, December 24, 1951, in Wichita Falls File and Scrapbook, Vertical File, CAH. 

   
70 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Frank Kell” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke7.html 
(accessed February 24, 2009) and J. W. Williams, "Frank Kell," West Texas Historical Association Year Book 17 
(1941). 
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Fig. 8. Wichita Falls city booster Frank Kell served as director of the Wichita Falls Chamber of 
Commerce during the 1920s. Photo Courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech 
University. 
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Soon the brother-in-laws owned their own grain elevators and needed more grain from 

area farmers to fill them. Railroads provided the answer funneling grain from the fields of 

southwestern Oklahoma and northwestern Texas to Kemp and Kell’s mills in Wichita Falls. 

Kemp, president of the Wichita Falls and Northwestern Railway, built a line into Oklahoma 

Territory in the direction of Altus, Oklahoma and later capitalized on development in Lawton, 

Oklahoma.71 Kemp also presided over the board of directors for the Wichita Falls and Southern 

Railway Company that ran a standard gauge railway from Wichita Falls, Texas through the 

Northwest Texas counties of Wichita, Archer, Young, Stephens and Eastland and through the 

farming towns of Archer City, Olney, and Cisco, Texas. Kemp headquartered the railway 

companies in Wichita Falls, serving as president on many of their boards. Through such 

interlocking directorates Kemp wielded enormous influence over the Southern Plains rail 

industry, and used that influence to enhance agribusiness.72  

                                                
71 In the Wichita Falls and Northwestern Railway Company the stockholders included Joseph Kemp, Frank Kell. 
Robert E. Huff, Wiley Blair, A. Newby, C.W. Bean, J.T. Montgomery, W.M. McGregor, and Otis T. Bacon of 
Wichita Falls and Wm. C. Fordyce, Jay H. Smith, and L.S. Mitchell of St. Louis. The Directors of the corporation 
were: Joseph Kemp, Frank Kell, Robert E. Huff, Wiley Blair of Wichita Falls, and Wm. C. Fordyce, Jay H. Smith, 
and L.S. Mitchell of St. Louis. The company located thier offices in Wichita Falls and Kemp presided over the 
meetings as president. Fordyce acted as vice president; Kell acted as vice president and general manager; Blair 
served as secretary and treasurer. And the railriads attorneys were R.E. and C.C. Huff. Wichita Falls and 
Northwestern Railway Company, 1906-1939, SWC; “Wichita County, Texas” Vertical File, CAH; and Registration 
Sheet of H.B. Hines, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH. 
 
72 The Wichita Falls and Southern Railway Company organized May 24th, 1907 and formed with capital investments 
by J.A. Kemp, Frank Kell, Robert E. Huff, Wiley Blair, Augustus Newby, J.T. Montgomery, N. Henderson, and P.P. 
Langford of Wichita Falls, TX; and I.H. Kempner, D.W. Kempner, E. Lasker, and Julius Markowitz of Galveston, 
TX, and J.C. Doneghey of St. Louis, MO. Kemp served as director alongside Kell, Huff, Blair, the Kempners, 
Doengey, Chas. C. Huff, and N. Henderson. Kemp and Kell owned the bulk of this railway. Kemp and Kell each 
owned 497 shares and I.H. Kempner owned 495 shares. Everyone else owned one share. There were 1500 shares 
altogether. Later the Railway Commission of Texas only authorized 530 shares, so the stock redivided with Kemp 
and Kell owning 175 each and I.H. Kempner owning 174, everyone else owning one share. Kemp also sat on the 
board of directors of Wichita Falls and Wellington Railway Company, 1906-1953 and Wichita Falls Railway 
Company, 1894-1927. The Wichita Falls and Southern Railway Company, 1907-1910, SWC; Registration Sheet of 
Robert E. Huff, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH. 
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Seeing crop failures in 1895 due to continued drought, Kemp watched promoters and 

farmers continue “to battle against nature.”73 Inspiration struck after Henry Sayles of Abilene, 

Texas, an attorney and newspaper editor and fellow northwest Texas booster, gave a paper on 

irrigation at a banker’s association meeting in Galveston. Sayles had traveled to California and 

Colorado to learn about irrigation and reclamation of arid lands, and reported back on the 

profitability of western irrigation projects. Newspapers across Texas published the paper, which 

attracted Kemp’s attention.  

Inspired by Sayles’s ideas, Kemp immediately hired an engineer and made a horseback 

trip up the banks of the Big Wichita River. Kemp located the best site for a reservoir—a point 

where the bluffs along the river came close enough together to make damming a relatively 

simple task. Sayles’s paper convinced Kemp that irrigation was the one thing essential to the 

prosperity of Northwest Texas.74 What area farmers needed Kemp recognized was a more even 

distribution of moisture through the growing season. Such distribution could be made possible by 

storing the storm and floodwaters of the Wichita River and releasing them when farmers needed 

water for crops.75 James R. Schuyler, “an eminent authority on irrigation,” investigated Kemp’s 

early Big Wichita River irrigation plans and claimed it would succeed as a “safe and sound 

enterprise.”76 Kemp, however, knew he could not pull together sufficient private capital to meet 

                                                
73 “Subject of Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 27 February 1897, 7. 

 
74 Morgan Jones, Hutton Sam Bellah, Gus Newby, Jack Jones, Alex Albright, George Fleming, and Will Rayburn 
claimed to have all served on some of these early surveying trips. The engineer mentioned here was Hutton Sam 
Bellah of Decatur.  “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH; “Subject of Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 
27 February 1897, Page 7; Registration Sheet of George Fleming, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH; 
Registration Sheet of Alex Albright, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH; and “Wichita Falls Irrigation 
Project,” Wichita Daily Times, April 24, 1924.  

 
75 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 123.  
 
76 The Sayles Family of Abilene benefited from the northwest Texas oil boom as did the Kemp Family. The Sayles 
Family was involved with the Condor Petroleum Company out of Abilene, Texas and especially the “Condor-
Sayles-Holt field” in Jones County. In 1930s there was much drilling in “Sayles Oil Field.” The Wichita Valley 
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the great expense of damming the Big Wichita River. Kemp could envision the project and now 

he only needed a tax supported municipal bond issue to fund the project.  

Since Reconstruction Texans became increasingly fearful of speculators, warranted or 

not, and the development that many previous failed municipal bond issues had promised. The 

state, leery of such municipal bonds, outlawed them in the state constitution of 1876. Although 

Kemp easily found irrigation authorities like Schuyler to endorse the Big Wichita project, the 

actual political atmosphere in Austin, Texas remained hostile for such projects and bond issues. 

In the 1890s, Texans divided along geographic lines on the issue of water resources. In West 

Texas, farmers clamored for irrigation, but because the area was sparsely settled congressmen 

representing the western farmers had little voice in the Texas congress. And East Texas flush 

with water determined to oppose any Constitutional Amendments that helped create dreaded 

bond issues. The first attempt by northwest Texans to amend the constitution in 1896 failed and 

the next effort failed again in 1899.77  

On the national level, politics took on another level of complexity, and consequently 

certain disadvantages for the state of Texas. United States authorities insisted on more 

centralized government control of public lands and water resources through either the Bureau of 

Reclamation or the Army Corps of Engineers, but since Texas owned its public lands the issue 

remained mute.78 The federal government wanted to focus on lands within its jurisdictions and 

Texas stood outside that jurisdiction.  

                                                                                                                                                       
Railroad located on the Henry Sayles Ranch in Jones County, Texas eight miles northwest of Abilene near the Clear 
Fork of the Brazos River. Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 
124 and Folder: Condor Petroleum Company, Henry Sayles Jr. Papers, Manuscript Collection, SWC. 
 
77 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 124 and Wichita Daily 
Times, June 14, 1922. 
 
78 John Opie “John Wesley Powell Was Right: Resizing the Ogallala High Plains,” in Fluid Arguments: Five 
Centuries of Western Water Conflict, ed. Char Miller (University of Arizona Press, 2001), 223-247. 
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The state and federal government remained ineffectual when trying to foster irrigation in 

northwest Texas. In addition Texas’s state constitution of 1876, which the Handbook of Texas 

calls “adequate for a rural people engaged principally in subsistence farming, but not for an 

urban-industrial-commercial society,” seemed to the boosters “prohibitive;” the “many 

requirements and limitations on both state and local governments” made water development 

restrictive. Boosters and irrigators found the federal government disinterested and the state 

government too entrenched, regulatory, and outdated.79 

Yet success stories emanating from western irrigators in Nebraska, Colorado, California, 

and especially Utah inspired Kemp and Kell to continue their dreams of an irrigated valley. Not 

only did Kemp and Kell read books that dealt with exploration of new regions, frontiersman, 

adventurers, outlaws, Indians, border warfare, the army, Texas rangers, cowboys, cattleman, 

trails, railroads, industry, commerce, biography, and history; both read extensively about 

Brigham Young and Mormon irrigation farmers in Utah. Several northwest Texas boosters 

toured irrigation farms in California, Wyoming, Idaho, Nebraska, and Utah, and reported back to 

Texas on irrigation’s benefits.80 

 Boosters and regional captains of industry pulled together to push harder on the 

irrigation issue. In February 1897 Joseph Kemp met with “the lion” Henry Sayles at the Driskill 

Hotel in Austin, Texas. Sayles from Abilene, Texas faced the same state legal obstructions as 

                                                                                                                                                       
 

79 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Constitution of 1876” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/CC/mhc7.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 

 
80 The Frank Kell Collection at the Center for American History at the University of Texas at Austin contains the 
library of Frank Kell. Llerena Friend wrote the books catalogued in the collection, “deal with exploration of new 
regions, frontiersman, adventurers, and outlaws; Indians and border warfare; the army and Texas rangers; cowboys 
and cattleman; trails and railroads; industry and commerce; biography and history.”  Several works on irrigation and 
Mormons in the West filled Kell’s library. Llerena Friend “The Frank Kell Collection” in “Frank Kell,” Vertical 
File, CAH and Llerena Friend, “The Frank Kell Collection,” Library Chronicle of the University of Texas 7 (Fall, 
1961), 3-6, 7. 
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Wichita Falls. The two men agreed there needed to be a constitutional amendment that would 

allow them to set up irrigation districts, “as has been done in California, Nebraska, and other 

states.”81  

The Galvestonian Morris Lasker, one of Kemp and Kell’s foremost financial backers, in a 

Dallas Morning News article in 1897 countered East Texan objections to the amendment, 

speaking in favor of Kemp and countering objections that claimed the amendment would be 

unconstitutional. Lasker assured readers the amendment created a perfectly secure and preferable 

plan for water development, and he stalwartly defended the potential amendment, which would 

set up irrigation districts and allow bond issues to be brought before local taxpayers. Lasker cited 

cases in Nebraska as legal precedents for the constitutionality of such irrigation districts in 

Texas, pointing to “great success” in Nebraska. Lasker claimed one Nebraskan had started with 

twenty-five cents and paid for his irrigation farm in one year. In the article Lasker promised 

Texas farmers the same great success and profits. The astute businessman argued private 

irrigation enterprises were costly and undesirable, and that comprehensive irrigation systems in 

West Texas instead needed cooperation from local tax payers to vote for bond issues that would 

establish water districts and pay for necessary capital outlays. Lasker confronted the bond 

naysayer, arguing the amendment full of provisions that would prohibit the possibilities for 

former “evils” imposed by past bond issues—that the amendment would disallow developers to 

swindle local taxpayers.82 

                                                
81 Judge Henry Sayles Sr. born in Washington County, Texas, studied law, and became a lawyer. He practiced law in 
Galveston from 1873-1886 and moved to Abilene in 1886. “Subject of Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 27 
February 1897, Page 7 and Henry Sayles Jr. Papers, Manuscript Collection, SWC. 

 
82 “Mr. Lasker on Irrigation,” July 21, 1897, Dallas Morning News, Page 7 and “West Texas with Irrigation, Like 
Nebraska , It Will Give the Farmers Great Profits,” March, 20, 1897, Dallas Morning News.  
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Kemp, Sayles, Lasker and their fellow irrigation promoters wanted to amend the 

constitution of 1876, because as construed, it forbade voting on bonds for irrigation purposes.83 

After Kemp and Sayles met with Governor Charles Allen Culberson and members from both 

chambers of the Texas Congress, members sympathetic to the West Texan concerns, Henry 

Sayles framed an amendment. Sayles wrote the potential amendment with the aid of his fellow 

west Texans. Senator W.W. Turney of El Paso introduced the amendment.84 Kemp pontificated 

to the Texas senate, “Gentleman, with irrigation in west Texas, the population of our state would 

soon be doubled, millions would be added to our taxable values, myriads of opportunities opened 

up to willing hands and the investment of capital and such general industrial revival as would 

mean a new era . . ..”85 Kemp argued that the state benefited from development of West Texas 

and that such development augmented tax revenue. Making order out of drought stricken West 

Texas and turning water resources into commodities meant more tax income and boundless 

opportunities for the state. 

Kemp continued in the progressive vein, recalling the Jeffersonian agrarian vision. 

Before the Texas Senate Kemp boldly claimed irrigation “the most important [issue]…the Texas 

legislature has ever been called upon to consider [because] the agricultural interests of our state 

are paramount to every other.” Agriculture was “the basis, the very foundation stone upon which 

is builded [sic] this great commercial nation of ours.” Kemp further contended irrigation could 

save people from the social evils that cities caused especially “When we contemplate the misery, 

squalor and crime of the overcrowded cities and the vanishing of the last hope of the poor to 

                                                
83 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 124 
 
84 Ibid. 

 
85 Ibid. 
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obtain a home. . . .”86 For Kemp, this amendment to the Texas State Constitution of 1876 would 

allow local bond issues for tax-supported projects and bring irrigation to the “wastelands” of 

West Texas. He used progressive rhetoric and emphasized Jeffersonian visions of agrarian 

democracy. Despite his grand speech, Kemp found the state legislators difficult to persuade and 

the whole process laborious and unrewarding. The amendment process remained slow, and many 

Texans remained unconvinced.  

With public funding for the Big Wichita River project seemingly out of reach, Kemp 

explored private financing in the form of a mutual stockholding company. He courted eastern 

investors, but they wanted too much in the way of compensation. Kemp turned to Texas private 

investors and decided to fund a smaller project on Holiday Creek. Kemp called the water 

situation in Wichita Falls “pressing,” and since Congress “thwarted” his public bond efforts he 

organized private investors around the state of Texas for the lake and irrigation project on Lake 

Wichita.87 In 1902 privately owned irrigation projects watered lands around the state, from Del 

Rio and San Antonio to the San Saba, Colorado, and Brazos valleys. From irrigation systems in 

El Paso, Big Bend, and the Pecos valley to the Port Arthur Irrigation Company in the rice patties 

of Texas’s Gulf Coast, irrigation continued to grow in popularity.88 Kemp, with the legal 

restrictions blocking municipal bond issues, turned his full attention to bringing outside capital 

and investment to Wichita County, as had been done in other parts of the state.  

In 1903 Kemp traded his wholesale business to C.C. White for Cherokee County School 

Lands in Wichita County. He sold the lands and bought up other lands. The land business proved 
                                                
86 Ibid. 

 
87 Dallas Morning News, 4 October 1924, Page 1; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Holliday Creek” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/HH/rbh92.html (accessed February 24, 2009); and “Lake 
Wichita,” Handbook of Texas Online. 

 
88 Taylor, Irrigation Systems of Texas.  
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more promising and profitable than the grocery business, especially if irrigation would increase 

the value of the land.89 Experienced irrigators from Colorado bought some of his tracts on the 

Lake Wichita Project in 1903, giving residents and potential residents proof that the project had 

potential.90 Politics in Austin and Washington, D.C., had stalled out, but Kemp kept up the 

progressive rhetoric and proceeded through private ventures to carve up land and waters for the 

market economy. 

On November 8, 1904 developers persuaded the Legislature to submit the constitutional 

amendment again. This time, Wichita Falls waged a more systematic campaign. Kemp and his 

associates prepared all types of publications explaining the amendment and its importance to 

West Texas. Numerous Wichita Falls citizens spent time making speeches to help inform voters 

of the need for a constitutional amendment. Citizens wrote letters and cards to Texas 

congressmen. So many envelopes containing the letters accumulated for several days before 

enough money could be collected for stamps to mail them all. This time an amendment passed 

and was put into effect December 29, 1904, but it overcame only one political obstacle, other 

hurdles still blocked the bond issue due to the “convoluted” nature of the state constitution.91 The 

amendment provided for creation of irrigation districts in Texas. The Texas government since 

then has twice completely reenacted the law, with the latest revision, which appears in the 

Revised Civil Statues of 1925 made in 1917. In other words, Kemp got part of what he wanted in 

1904, but he would not get everything he needed from the state until 1917 and not everything he 

needed from the federal government until 1919.  

                                                
89 “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 

 
90 “Farming by Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 23 September 1903, Page 7.  

 
91 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 126 
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Yet economic development and political momentum for reclamation projects in West 

Texas continued. In 1905 President Theodore Roosevelt rode into Wichita Falls on a whirlwind 

train tour and congratulated the West Texans for “redeeming” the country “in so short a time 

from a frontier to a land of homes, farms, and thriving towns.”92 In this vein of Progressive Era 

growth, progress, and optimism Kemp and Kell chartered the Wichita Falls and Northwest 

Railway Company in September 1906 and constructed another rail line into the grain-producing 

regions of Oklahoma. They also organized two other rail companies including the Wichita Falls 

and Wellington and the Wichita Falls and Southern, the former connecting Wichita Falls to the 

coal fields around New Castle. In Young County the coalfields covered immense acreage, nearly 

eighty square miles, and Kemp and Kell aggressively developed the rail line to the Belknap area 

finding “cheap coal for manufacturing purposes.”93 In the eyes of early historians, “the two men 

who, by their initiative and belief in the all-around productive qualities of the iron horse, 

…transformed Wichita Falls from a dawdling village into a thriving, progressive city.”94 Not 

only did they build a city, the brothers-in-law spread the city’s tentacles from the coalfields of 

Texas to the grain producing rolling plains in southern Oklahoma. Agriculture acted as the base 

for railroad expansion. The Red River Valley Townsite Company in 1907, for example, eagerly 

advertised the new town of Burkburnett as the “Gateway” to the just opened “Big Comanche 

                                                
92 Edward Hake Phillips, “Teddy Roosevelt in Texas,” West Texas Historical Association Yearbook 56 (1980): 58-
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93 Masterson, The Katy Railroad and the Last Frontier, 264; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Wichita Falls and 
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Country,” offering “fine” Red River farming on tracts from five to 160-acre tracts.95 It was no 

coincidence that the railroad promoters were also the irrigation and land promoters. 

Promoters held up the irrigation project on Holiday Creek (a tributary of the Big Wichita 

River) as a model for the rest of Texas and the American West. For regional developers its 

success highlighted the profitability and necessity for irrigation works on the Big Wichita River, 

and the rest of Northwest Texas. For Kemp it made clear to skeptics the need for bigger projects, 

and the funding for the bigger projects through bonds. Area newspapers filled with triumphant 

stories of the Lake Wichita irrigation project.96 Some farmers had to move their houses to make 

way for the new reservoir. Other workers and farmers took advantage of the growth. One farmer, 

for example, sold turnips and chickens to the workmen and their families. Workers completed 

Lake Wichita in 1901, and in the same year the reservoir filled with rain, so full that one section 

of the dam gave way under strain. According to a federal survey of irrigation at the turn of the 

century “Whether the break was due, to a prairie dog’s work or to defective engineering is of 

small moment. What was of importance was the fact that the builders of the dam had established 

a local system which assured the city of Wichita Falls an ample water supply, and had provided 

abundant water for irrigation purposes for the land lying to the South and East of the city.”97 The 

builders fixed the break in the dam, the lake filled with water, and the irrigation project took root 

slowly in the creek valley.  

                                                
95 “Wichita County,” Vertical File, CAH. 
 
96 “Wichita Valley Irrigation,” Dallas Morning News, 9 April 1901, 7. 

 
97 Mrs. J. O. Ammann also mentioned the “dam at the new Lake Wichita nearly broke and a good many men went 
out there to help keep it from breaking” Taylor, Irrigation Systems of Texas, 79. Registration Sheet of Mrs. J.O. 
Ammann, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH; and Registration Sheet of R.A. Crowell, Historical Survey of 
Wichita Falls, CAH. Also see for more information about the crack in the dam: John Gould, “Furthermore and 
However,” Wichita Falls Daily Times, November 5, 1951, in Wichita Falls File and Scrapbook, Vertical File, CAH 
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Developers promoted not only the irrigation aspects of the Holiday Creek project, but 

also the leisure uses. Recreation, such as boating, represented another potential economic benefit 

for area businesses. Joseph Kemp at the behest of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce 

wanted to make Lake Wichita an amusement resort. And Kemp spent the summer of 1908 

developing plans to make the lake a resort and with “transportation thereto.” Kemp believed that 

by next spring something tangible would result from his efforts.98 In 1909 the city council 

awarded the street railway franchise to Kemp and his partner Frank Kell. They extended the rail 

from downtown Wichita Falls to the lake resort.99 And for water and power, Kemp, Kell, and 

fellow “irrigationists” Edgar Scurry and Henry Sayles chartered the Wichita Falls Water and 

Light Company, generating electricity and providing water from the dammed Holiday Creek to 

the city of Wichita Falls and lake resort.100  

 Kemp developed Lake Wichita into a regional resort for groups and companies to have 

events, especially picnics. Kemp wanted “to do everything possible to make Lake Wichita the 

most beautiful place in the South….” Kemp admitted spending a great deal of money erecting 

the buildings, putting up “gorgeous” light systems, and making Lake Wichita an ideal place for 

convention meetings. Kemp called for further cooperation from Wichita Falls citizens for 

recreational development of Lake Wichita.101 In 1909 the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce 

received a letter from the Railway Conductors of District 57. The conductors wanted to hold an 
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annual picnic at Lake Wichita, displaying the ability of the recreational facilities to bring people 

to Wichita Falls.102 

In March 1910 developers broke ground on a hotel and dining room on the lake. The 

resort boasted a 4,200 seat baseball park, racetrack with grandstand, amusement rides, a 

swimming pool, a two-story dance pavilion, a horseshoe shaped exhibit building, and a new pier 

to accommodate leisure boat outings. The entertainment facility attracted nationally recognized 

musical acts and tourists from outside the region, many of them on scheduled train service. For 

instance, on a single day in June 1910 six hundred people from Ft. Worth came to visit the new 

Lake Wichita resort.103 In 1911, the Dallas Trades Excursion took trolley cars to the lake where a 

banquet waited for them. Progressive Era Wichita Falls bristled with new technologies and 

developments. Streetcars, electricity, and expensive lighting systems dazzled visitors. Wichita 

Falls proffered a template for other West Texas towns.  

Water increased in Lake Wichita behind Holiday Creek Dam until 1910, when content 

was sufficient enough to support irrigation. That year in Wichita County, livestock grazed 18,222 

acres while farmers planted 326,000 acres of corn, oats, and wheat, reflecting a trend in the 

county towards crop production. In May 1910 water turned for the first time into the larger 

irrigation ditches between the lake and the expanding city, allowing more acres to produce crops. 

In 1910, irrigation farmers placed a total of two thousand acres under irrigation, the company 
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dividing the land into five and ten-acre truck farm tracts.104 Four main ditches seventeen miles in 

length brought forty cubic feet of water per second from the reservoir to the fields.105  

Area farmers started buying up more of the lots. W.H. Downing and his brother, for 

example, had owned a private well and windmill on a farm south of town before the Lake 

Wichita irrigation project opened. On this farm the Downing brothers irrigated farmlands on a 

small scale from their well, raising all kinds of vegetables for market and doing fairly well. 

When the Lake Highland Company made water available from Lake Wichita the brothers bought 

a tract and irrigated gardens of strawberries, tomatoes, and green peppers for the wholesale 

produce market, doing very well. One wholesale man dubbed W.H. Downing “The Pepper 

King,” for he seemed to be the only man in the regions that could grow sweet peppers.106 

By 1912 irrigated acreage expanded to three thousand acres and heavy yields resulted. 

Profitable vegetable crops included roasting-ears, onions, lettuce, cabbage, turnips, and melons. 

In 1915 promoters touted irrigation-grown tomatoes as better than the imported variety and 

cabbage as especially profitable because it brought nearly $350 to $400 per acre.107 Irrigation 

made more commercially geared crops viable, and at the same time subsistence farming and 

livestock raising waned in Wichita County. Before the Lake Wichita irrigation project the train 

brought most of the fruit and vegetables to wholesalers in Wichita Falls. After the mutual stock 

holding company established irrigation, many new varieties of fruits and vegetables (truck crops) 
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105 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States: 1910, Agriculture (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
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were grown in the Holiday Creek valley. Farmers sold products from the irrigated fields to 

Wichita Falls wholesalers. Wholesalers exported surpluses to markets outside the Wichita Falls 

trade area. Elmer Figo, an early settler in the creek valley remembered peaches did well, and 

farmers could raise not only truck and fruit, but produce forty bales of cotton on forty acres.108 

Yet the reliability of Holiday Creek as a permanent water resource for the people of 

Wichita Falls came into serious question when a flood ravaged it in 1915 and then a drought 

dried it up in 1917.109 Like most northwest Texas creeks, Holiday Creek behaved erratically, 

flooding one year and running dry the next. According to newspaper accounts, it went 

completely dry after “six shrinking spells” in 1917. Mounting population pressures compounded 

the problem when an oil boom grew the city. Soon people asked how could a small creek provide 

water for an urban population.110 Citizens decided the water from Lake Wichita was “not 

dependable” because of its erratic flow, and further truck farming seemed “impossible.” Yet up 

until the drought “the meager water supply from Lake Wichita developed the Holiday Creek 

lands to the point that they paid for themselves” and made their owners a “good profit.”111 The 

prolonged “drouth” into 1918, however, changed Lake Wichita “literally into a foul smelling 

mud pond.” Citizens dug wells in the creek bed to meet emergency needs.”112 Call Field, an 

                                                
108 Memoirs of Elmer Figo, As Told to Edith Slaten, 12 February 1957, Manuscript from Kemp Public Library, 
Wichita Falls, Texas, North Texas Genealogy and Historical Association, Wichita Falls – North Texas Pioneer, 
Volume 4, Number 1, (Austin: Texas State Library Genealogy Collection), 45. 
 
109 Article Written by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park Centennial published by the Iowa Park Leader, October 
1988, Personal Papers of Jimmy E. Banks. 
 
110 “Six Shrinking Spells Doomed Lake Wichita,” Wichita Falls Record News, 19 November 1947, Lake Wichita 
Section, Book 19, WCA. 
 
111 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 122 and O.K. Barnes, 
“Agriculture Development in the Wichita Valley” Community Builder (September 1927). 
 
112 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 128; John Gould, 
“Furthermore and However,” Wichita Falls Daily Times, November 19, 1951, in Wichita Falls File and Scrapbook, 
Vertical File, CAH. 
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active army air-training base in Wichita Falls, opened in 1917. The first pilots arrived in 

November 1917 and the base reached a 3,700 man peak as the Great War reached its pinnacle. 

The base demanded an adequate supply of water and the U.S. Army Sanitary Inspector made it 

the absolute need for a pure supply of water for Call Field clear to the Wichita Falls Chamber of 

Commerce.113 Such intense and competing demands for water created an ecological emergency 

in Holliday Creek. 

 

 

Fig. 9. Panoramic View of the Burkburnett, Texas Oil Field. Photo courtesy of the Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University.  
 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
113 Call Field is named after First Lieutenant Loren H. Call of Washington, D.C. The army wished to memorialize 
Call after he had died in a plane crash in Texas City, Texas in 1913. Today Call Field is the name of a busy street 
that runs through Wichita Falls, Texas where once the Call Field air base stood. March 5, 1918, WFCC, SWC; 
Norman Bayne Cranford, “The History of Sheppard Air Force Base,” M.A. Thesis, Midwestern State University, 
Wichita Falls, Texas, January 1965, 1-2; and Wichita Falls Record News, September 18, 1948, p. 11; and Wichita 
Falls Times, May 12, 1957, p. 4DD. 
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Fig. 10. Oil Boom in Burkburnett c. 1917. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas 
Tech University. 
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Fig. 11. The once sleepy ranch town of Burkburnett, Texas exploded into an oil boom town with 
a vista of framed houses, derricks, power lines, and roads. Photo courtesy of the Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University.  
 
 

Although profitable, the Lake Wichita project on Holliday Creek was not dependable or 

sustainable. The oil boom correlated with intense population growth (388.8%) and put intense 

pressure on Lake Wichita. City promoters encouraged growth, but it now outpaced their 

ambitions. Large tent neighborhoods went up in sections of the city where houses and apartments 

could not be built fast enough to keep up with growth. The city asked federal authorities for 

assistance, seeking tent facilities from the U.S. War Department. The Wichita Falls Chamber of 

Commerce appointed Kemp and Kell to a local committee to deal directly with federal 
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authorities on the housing crisis. Kemp and Kell met with the Housing Corporation set up by the 

National Council of Defense to foster more building in the region.114  

One building known as the “Littlest Skyscraper” stood out from some of the other 

buildings constructed during this period, and coming into existence after a frenzy of downtown 

building in 1919. A promoter built the awkward building consisting of four levels with eight by 

twelve feet floors, and with no staircase, and hence no way to get from the ground floor to upper 

floors. The four-story building marketed as a skyscraper sat diminutively across the street from 

the swanky St. James Hotel in the heart of the Wichita Falls Business District. The skyscraper 

symbolized the dangers of fast, unplanned urban growth. Economic and urban growth powered a 

three hundred percent increase in bank deposits and a similar increase in population growth 

within a single year, 1917, and made Wichita Falls the fourth largest city in the state for deposits 

and the eighth largest according to city population. The urban growth that followed the economic 

boom left behind landmarks like the “Littlest Skyscraper.”115 Unchecked urban growth in 

Wichita Falls occurred as towns that today no longer exist sprouted all over the Red River 

landscape, including Newtown, Otta, Bridgetown, Bradley’s Corner, Thrift, Wichita City, and 

Hogeye, and Morgan City. These small boomtowns mushroomed and disappeared overnight.116 

                                                
114 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930, Population (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Government Prinitng Office, 1931); “Six Shrinking Spells Doomed Lake Wichita,” Wichita Falls Record News, 19 
November 1947, Lake Wichita Section, Book 19, WCA; Article Written by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park 
Centennial published by the Iowa Park Leader, October 1988, Personal Papers of Jimmy E. Banks; October 29, 
1918, WFCC, SWC; April 11, 1918, WFCC, SWC; and October 29, 1918, WFCC, SWC; and Robert M. Brown, 
“City Growth and City Advertising,” Scientific Monthly 16:1 (January 1923), 82.  

 
115 Wichita Falls: Where Today's Dream is Tomorrow's Achievement, October 1919, WFCC, SWC.   
 
116 “List of Ghost Towns in the Wichita Falls Area,” Wichita County, Texas (1), Vertical File, CAH and “Place 
Names in Wichita County,” Wichita County, Texas (1), Vertical File, CAH 
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Fig. 12. Roughnecks pose for a photo on the ClayCo No. 1. Photo courtesy of the Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University. 
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Fig. 13. Electra Townsite Opening in October 1907. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, 
Texas Tech University. 

 
The discovery of oil at the Electra Field in 1911 triggered the economic boom and 

subsequent population booms, and by 1917 shifted the local economic base—a shift from an 

agricultural and rail based economy to one dominated by oil.117 On the surface such a shift would 

have seemed to change the region’s agrarian vision, but instead the influx of cash kept the vision 

                                                
117 Southern historian George B. Tindall argued the Wichita Falls community fits into the national narrative as one 
of the “Texas oil towns,” making the “twin cities of Dallas and Fort Worth . . . among the fastest growing 
metropolises of the 1920’s. George B. Tindall, The Emergence of the New South, 1913-1945 (Baton Rogue, La: 
Louisiana State Press, 1967), 101; Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Wichita Falls, Texas” 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/WW/hdw2.html (accessed February 24, 2009); Kenneth E. 
Hendrickson, Jr., “Red River Uplift: The Emergence of the Oil Industry in North Texas,” ed. Michael Collins, Tales 
of Texoma: Episodes in the History of the Red River Border (Wichita Falls, TX: Midwestern State University Press, 
2005), 351-381. 

 



 324 

alive. Kemp capitalized on this shift by disposing of his railroad interests and investing in 

petroleum. He established K-M-A Oil Company in 1918 and bought shares of the Texhoma Oil 

and Refining Company. Kemp kept his plans to dam the Big Wichita River in his hip pocket, 

continuing to lobby the state and federal governments. He also maintained large interests in 

agribusiness. By the latter part of the 1910s, Kemp and Kell’s Wichita Mill and Elevator grew 

extensively with a daily capacity of 3,500 barrels and stored nearly two million bushels of wheat. 

Kell focused on agribusiness and banking while Kemp promoted the region’s soils for farming, 

oils for pumping, and water resources for irrigating, all the time growing the economy.118  

Holiday Creek, tributary to the Big Wichita River, provided a misleading model for 

irrigation in the region. The creek’s erratic nature was characteristic, but its good water quality 

was not. Its water sources emanated from lands without the gypsum strata that affected most 

upper tributaries on the Big Wichita and Red rivers. The water in Holiday Creek, although erratic 

in flow, was purer and less saline than the Big Wichita’s mainstream waters. Therefore the 

mutual stock holding company operated within the Holiday Creek Valley without the future 

salinity problems that peoples on the Big Wichita would face. Amerindian villages, certainly 

some Wichita groups, settled on Holiday Creek, because it offered the best water in the vicinity. 

It is no surprise the Progressive Era boosters had better success on Holiday Creek than on the 

Big Wichita because natural conditions proved more conducive for irrigation. Not until the 1930s 

would Wichitans call for water conservation and protection of the Lake Wichita water supply. 

Because by the 1930s people began to better understand their connections to the land and the 

very real ecological limitations in the region. They needed not only great quantities of water, but 

                                                
118 Kell sold out to General mills in 1928 for cash and stock in the company. Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. “Frank 
Kell” http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke7.html (accessed February 24, 2009). 
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better quality water.119 But in the 1910s irrigation boosters remained blind or at least quite on the 

subject of water quality. 

Boosters saw themselves as conservationists and progressives and saw those against 

amendments that would help enable larger projects as obstacles to progress and technological 

efficiency. And at the height of the Progressive Era in the 1910s, local knowledge of the 

environment escaped the developers. For many business oriented men of the times the process of 

making wilderness into irrigation tracts did not require local knowledge of ecology. It required 

outside experts, such as engineers and scientists that applied irrigated landscapes over placid 

nature. Boosters focused more on legal restrictions than natural conditions and engineers saw the 

landscape in terms of mathematics, moving water commodities through man-made plumbing 

systems. Members of the Texas Irrigation Congress, for example, which included Joseph Kemp 

as an executive committee member, met in Fort Worth to discuss legal matters. An attorney for 

the congress said, “that the irrigation laws of Texas are insecure, old fashioned and 

unprogressive. They practically debar progress. . . .”120  

Kemp, especially, crafted a progressive image for himself. The Austin American 

Statesman wrote “Joseph A. Kemp has done more to put Wichita Falls in the progressive city 

class than any other citizen of that live wire town.”121 At the meeting of progressive irrigators, 

                                                
119 A petition signed by 158 persons, residents of that portion of the city lying in the eastern portion of the city but 
west of Holiday Creek, asking that the portion of the Old Canal System below the City Pumping plant and through 
the J.A. Kemp, Barwise & Jalonic, Grager & Ballew, Bateson First and Second, Homewood, and Homewood 
Heights additions to the City of Wichita Falls be declared a nuisance and abandoned.” They decided “the petition 
was ordered returned with the suggestion that a plat accompany the same showing the lands, lots and blocks that 
may recoeve water service from the lateral and that the signatures on the petition be limited to property owners 
only” January 1934, WFCC, SWC and April 1, 1929, District Meeting, Book 3, Records, 1919-1961; Minutes, 
1919-1922; Minutes, 1959-1961; Box 1 of 1, Wichita County Water Improvement District No. 1 (WCWID #1), 
SWC. 
 
120 “Texas Irrigation Laws and Their Application,” Dallas Morning News, 24 June 1910, 7. 

 
121 “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 
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participants discussed ways in which irrigation laws could be changed. Kemp, representing 

Wichita Falls in the Congress, held out the Lake Wichita project as a model to be used for 

educating people on what could be done with irrigation in West Texas.122 

Kemp, the avid booster hoped to “remove a present difficulty in the way of effectual 

reclamation work.”123 After such gatherings, Kemp renewed his efforts to help “have a long-

needed constitutional amendment” passed. Kemp the lobbyist partially succeeded. Texas adopted 

an amendment that cleared some of the initial legal barriers, allowing Kemp to pursue the 

preliminary steps he needed to move towards his long awaited water projecht. The state called 

the amendment the Conservation and Reclamation Amendment to the Constitution, necessary 

because it provided the maximum amount of bonds sufficient to fund cost of construction of 

regional conservation and reclamation efforts.124  

Furthermore, this revised law provided the Commissioners Court of any Texas county, on 

receipt of petition signed by a majority of landowners in any proposed district, to authorize an 

election to determine whether or not a district shall be created. The act mandated five directors to 

be elected from the district and to be in charge over the affairs of the district. The district had to 

bear the name of the county in which it was organized. And most importantly the state 

authorized the district to issue bonds.125 After the amendment passed, Kemp and his associates 

prepared to organize the Wichita County Water Improvement District within the state guidelines. 

                                                
122 “Texas Irrigation Laws and Their Application,” Dallas Morning News, 24 June 1910, 7. 

 
123 The Thirty-Fifth Texas Legislature submitted the amendment. “Seek Change in Constitution,” Dallas Morning 
News, 24 January 1917, 14.  

 
124 Morgan cites this data from an interview with A.H. Britain on July 1, 1939. Morgan, “The History and Economic 
Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 127.  

 
125 General Laws of Texas, Volume 10, Acts of 1917, Section 15, p. 215 and Morgan, “The History and Economic 
Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 51. 
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World War I made it impracticable to proceed at once, however, and Kemp, a faithful 

supporter of Woodrow Wilson, held his ambition in check.126 But in 1918 the tireless promoter 

began to speak out again. He informed local businessmen of a bill introduced into the United 

States Congress by Senator George E. Chamberlain of Oregon which would permit the federal 

government to take securities of an irrigation company, or district, or any other reclamation 

district that might be formed, and against that issue their bonds, which would make available 

funds for larger conservation projects. Kemp explained “by this means we could secure an 

adequate water supply for a city of 100,000 people; and could cheaply irrigate 100,000 to 

150,000 acres of land here at a cost of two or three million dollars.”  

Kemp asked that the chamber of commerce to support the bill “vigorously.” He 

encouraged every man in Wichita Falls who knew a member of the Unites States Congress to 

address a letter to him asking support for the bill. The Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce 

agreed and sent Kemp and Judge Edgar Scurry off to Washington, D.C., to lobby for the bill.127 

Wichita Falls and notably Pecos, Texas, which proposed a reservoir that included 150,000 acres 

for irrigation in the Pecos River Valley secured unanimous consent from the U.S. Senate 

                                                
126 The barriers included reforms on local bond elections, but many irrigation promoters wanted active state 
investment not just the lifting of local bond election restrictions. Kemp disliked populist-supported presidential 
candidate William Jennings Bryan and especially disagreed with him on the coinage issue. Kemp, a grocer and 
banker, believed a bi-metallic standard would ruin his business. The loyal southern Democrat in Kemp, however, 
did not allow him to vote for the gold standard, pro-business Republican-candidate William McKinley. Kemp stayed 
in line with Democrats because he resented northeastern capital and felt he could not leave the party of his Southern 
heritage. A man like Woodrow Wilson better fitted Kemp’s political taste. In Texas reform Democrats had taken 
power from more conservative leaders and their success paid off with the ascent of Wilson and his right hand man 
Texas politico Colonel Edward M. House to the White House. Wilson brought the presidency back under 
Democratic control, on the heels of “the rise of a nationwide progressive movement [that] finally had broken the 
spell of the bloody shirt . . . and permitted the Democrats to win in 1912” with Texans having much influence over 
Wilson’s administration. Progressive era Texas historian James A. Tinsley calls “The Woodrow Wilson campaign of 
1912 . . . the only time after 1908 when there was a clear-cut victory in Texas politics.” “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” 
Vertical File, CAH; George B. Tindall, The Emergence of the New South, 1913-1945 (Baton Rogue, La: Louisiana 
State Press, 1967), 1; James Tinsley, “The Progressive Movement in Texas,” Ph..D. diss., University of Wisconsin, 
1953, 320.  

 
127 March 18, 1918, Board of Director’s Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
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reclamation committee and approval by the Secretary of the Interior for the Chamberlain Bill. 

The bill provided means for federal assistance in “financing worthy irrigation projects.”128 In 

September Kemp returned from Washington and eagerly spoke of irrigating the country by 

damming the Big Wichita River in a very short time.129 The bill allowed the government to 

underwrite irrigation and reclamation bonds issued by local-level water districts.130 

 Kemp put his political capital to practice on the national level, and had even greater 

success on the local level. In 1919, after a prolonged drought gave the Wichita Falls territory an 

“unpleasant object-lesson on the subject of water supply,” residents prepared to organize the 

water improvement districts.131 Kemp, at a meeting of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce 

brought in irrigation experts and water engineers to validate his positions and visions. Irrigation 

experts from Chicago, for example, spoke on the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project, calling it a 

“splendid opportunity” for Wichita County. Experts saw “unusually fertile land” and with 

irrigation works foresaw a “bright future for agriculture.”132 Local businessmen listened closely 

to the Chicagoans speak of Wichita Falls’s potential and they all certainly agreed with another. 

In order to get the irrigation project underway, local businessmen needed a petition to be 

sent to the Wichita County Commissioner’s Court. Civic leaders pressured citizens from all 

directions to sign the petition. Vernon L. Sullivan, the future engineer for the irrigation project 

and members of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce secured signatures from area farmers 

                                                
128 “Pecos Valley Farmers Ask Aid in Building Dam,” February 27, 1918, Dallas Morning News. 
 
129 September 3, 1918, Board of Director’s Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
 
130 Kemp, Scurry, and Vernon Sullivan lobbied on behalf of Wichita Falls and Pecos, Texas. “Texans Urge Passage 
of Irrigation Bond Measure,” March 23, 1918, Dallas Morning News.  
 
131 Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 
 
132 April 1, 1919, WFCC, SWC. 

 



 329 

on the petition. The chamber of commerce designated locations in the city where farmers could 

come to town and sign the petition, and widely publicized the locations throughout the county.133 

Shortly thereafter citizens presented the petition, containing the signature of forty signers, to the 

Wichita County Commissioners’ Court. The petition claimed the establishment of a Wichita 

Water Improvement District was a necessity “because the lands included in the boundaries are 

very productive when irrigated.” The signers agreed the feasibility was proven by the successful 

irrigation project at Lake Wichita on the Holliday Creek. The Big Wichita Project, a much larger 

ambitious project, would greatly increase the population and wealth in the country, plus give the 

city of Wichita Falls another source of water.134 The Commissioners with the required petition 

now in place set the date for the bond election. 

Kemp continued to guide the project through the political steps. With the Wichita Falls 

Chamber of Commerce, Kemp organized a committee to get out the vote for the bond election. 

According to the record one group worked Iowa Park while the other led by J.S. Bridwell and 

J.B. Marlow worked the Lions and Rotary Clubs.135 Kemp even got the West Texas Chamber of 

Commerce involved, marking the irrigation undertaking as a regionally important event.136  

Kemp held enormous sway over the local public. He not only held stock in the 

newspapers, Kemp planted pro-irrigation stories in the papers. Ed Howard and his son Rhea 

Howard, Kemp’s business partners in the local newspaper, made clear the very close relationship 

between the water districts and newspaper. Kemp financially backed the local paper, while the 

Howard Family dutifully published the Wichita Daily Times for many years. Both Kemp and 
                                                
133 July 8, 1919, WFCC, SWC. 
 
134 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 129. 
 
135 August 20, 1917, WFCC, SWC. 
 
136 March 25, 1919, WFCC, SWC. 
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Rhea Howard served as future directors of the Water Improvement District. And not a word of 

dissent appeared in local print.137  

Most people spoke positively of Kemp and the project. According to a chamber of 

commerce pamphlet entitled “Where Today's Dream is Tomorrow's Achievement” Kemp the 

“pioneer, banker, land-owner and city builder of Wichita Falls” will build a “great dam across 

the Big Wichita River . . . for the impounding of torrential waters in a mammoth reservoir.” 

Articles claimed the project assured ample irrigation for farmlands suffering during dry 

seasons.138 Kemp with his stellar reputation and countless assurances urged businessmen to work 

for the success of the irrigation project and to personally “see ten voters each…to make sure that 

they went to the polls and voted for the creation of the district.” Furthermore, the Wichita Falls 

Chamber of Commerce irrigation publicity committee authorized spending whatever money 

deemed necessary for ensuring the success of the election.139  

People believed Kemp. There seemed to be no reason not to trust the wealthy banker. In 

the summer of 1919, a Wichita Falls citizen could stroll through downtown Wichita Falls, visit 

the First National Bank, make a withdrawal, catch the street railway car, pass irrigated fields and 

arrive at the Lake Wichita pavilion. At the resort you could enjoy a baseball game at the 4,200-

seat ballpark, take a leisurely cruise across the lake, or enjoy dancing to national-touring music 

acts. Joseph Alexander Kemp promoted, invested, and in some cases completely funded all of 

these projects.140 He developed the community’s infrastructure, reservoirs, and commodified its 

                                                
137 Registration Sheet of Rhea Howard, Historical Survey of Wichita Falls, CAH. 
 
138 Wichita Falls: Where Today's Dream is Tomorrow's Achievement, October 1919, WFCC, SWC.  
 
139 December 16, 1919, WFCC, SWC. 
 
140 Swing musicians, such as Harry James toured through Texas, stopping off to perform at the Lake Wichita 
pavilion. Lana Thomas, “Lake Wichita: Early Resort,” Irrigation Highland Subsection, Irrigation District Section, 
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land and water.141 Since 1883, Kemp involved himself in waterworks, electricity, churches, 

traction trolleys, roads, grocery stores, rail lines, banks, libraries, parks, apartment buildings, 

hotels, housing subdivisions, mills, factories, ice houses, and irrigated farmlands, among other 

projects.142 Joseph Kemp through his ability to impact political ecology continued to shape the 

Wichita valley and influence community decision-making processes. 

And Kemp really believed he could shape the community and its cultural landscape. In a 

speech intended to stimulate interest and support for the Wichita County Irrigation bond issue, he 

declared:  

…we will see hundreds of homes surrounded with five, ten, and 
twenty-acre tracts intensively cultivated in field and garden truck 
of all character. Fruit and shade trees in abundance, berries of all 
kinds, sugar beets, long staple cotton, wheat, alfalfa, corn, and 
other field crops will be grown with a certainty of success because 
an abundant supply of water is ready to be placed on the land, 
whenever required. Farmers will make as much money from a ten-
acre tract as they now make from a hundred acres without 
sufficient water. Many prominent people in this city have already 
decided to acquire a small acreage under this irrigation ditch and 
build a home where they can have fresh vegetables, eggs, 
milk…every morning with beautiful country surroundings, and run 

                                                                                                                                                       
Book 19, WCA; “To Play for Lake Wichita Dance,”Wichita Daily Times, 29 September 1946, Lake Wichita 
Section, Book 19, WCA.  

 
141 For an excellent discussion of city boosters in mass-developing cities, as well as commodification during the 
Gilded Age and Progressive Era see William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1991). 

 
142 J.A. Kemp served as mayor of Wichita Falls, president of the Wichita Falls and Northwestern Railroad, Wichita 
Falls Traction, Wichita Falls Window Glass Factory, Wichita Falls Motor Truck Company, Wichita Falls Water 
Company, Lake Wichita Irrigation and Water Company, Highland Irrigation and Land Company, Floral Heights 
Realty Company, Kemp-Kell Building Company. He served as vice president of the Wichita Falls and Northern 
Railroad. At various times he directed the Great Southern Life Insurance Company and City National Bank in 
Dallas. He organized the First National Bank in 1890. He served as treasurer of Wichita County from 1883 to 1886, 
regent of the University of Texas at Austin. He was a member of the Presbyterian Church, the Masonic Lodge (32 
Degrees), Shriners, Elks Lodge and played a central role in several eleemosynary projects. “Death Calls J.A. Kemp, 
Wichita Falls,” Dallas Morning News, 17 November 1930, Section 1, Page 1 and “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” 
Vertical File, CAH. 
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into the city for business on the concrete roads that will be build 
along the valleys.143 

 
The Jeffersonian agrarian vision emerged from Kemp’s voice, painting a future that 

really recalled an idyllic past than a realistic future. The vision may have included new 

concrete roads, but it hinged upon a romantic agrarian ideal. 

 

Fig. 14. Armistice Day in Wichita Walls. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas 
Tech University.  

 

                                                
143 Michael Duty, Wichita Falls: A Century of Photographs (Wichita Falls: Midwestern State University Press, 
1982), 16. 
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On October 1, 1919 the Wichita County commissioners sent on the required 

petition to the State Board of Water Engineers to appropriate waters from the Big Wichita 

in compliance with state water laws (H.R. No. 237). On November 15, 1920, the Board 

of Water Engineers at Austin, Texas, held the mandatory public hearing. Afterwards, the 

state granted the right of irrigation on 92,327 acres of land and the right to the 

municipalities of Wichita Falls, Iowa Park, Kemp-Munger-Allen (K-M-A), and Holiday 

to appropriate water resources from the Big Wichita. Authorities called an election on 

May 31, 1920 on the question of making the said district a Conservation and Reclamation 

District. The proposal carried and was legalized under the revised amendments of 

1917.144  

The reservoir and irrigation system formed the first locally organized tax-supported 

project of its kind in the state and it took acts of the Texas and U.S. legislatures to ensure its 

establishment.145 It also took the votes of local citizens in the district.146 The local ballot issue 

read “For Conservation & Reclamation” or “Against Conservation & Reclamation.”147 At the 

director’s meeting on September 24, 1920 the board went over the returns. 836 voted for 

conservation and reclamation while 26 voted against it.148 The people elected five directors to 

take charge of affairs: Kemp, J.S. Bridwell, G. Clint Wood, N.H. Martin, and T.B. Noble, who 

                                                
144 The state complied with the provisions of Chapter 25, Acts of the 4th called session of the Thirty-fifth Legislature. 
Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 130-135.  
 
145 “Irrigation System Was Voted in 1921,” Wichita Falls Times, 12 May 1957, Wichita County Water District 
Number One Subsection, Irrigation District Section, Book 19, WCA. 
 
146 Wichita Daily Times, 21 December 1919, Wichita County Water District Number One Subsection, Irrigation 
District Section, Book 19, WCA and Ralph Harvey, “Irrigation District History,” Wichita County Water District 
Number One Subsection, Irrigation District Section, Book 19, WCA. 
 
147 July 24, 1920, Director’s Meeting, WCWID #1, SWC. 
 
148 Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 
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were all local promoters and capitalists .149 Voters believed the $4 million bond issue not only 

enabled expansion of irrigated acreage, but also covered the main expenses of the project, the 

reservoirs that would provide municipal drinking-water supplies and control floods.150 The 

Wichita County Commissioners Court officially created the Wichita County Water District 

Number One on 29 December 1919. The district encompassed 15,543 acres, including the city of 

Wichita Falls.151 On December 31, 1919 the first meeting of the irrigation directors was held. 

The directors nominated Kemp president and T.B. Noble vice president.152  

Beyond five directors, Texas law sets up water districts like school or road improvement 

districts. The people owned the project itself and managed it by an elected board of directors.153 

The district organized on an advalorem basis of taxation, or tax based on the value of the land. 

The state made it the privilege of any district operating under the Conservation and Reclamation 

act of the legislature to adopt its own tax plan, the intention being to give to each district 

                                                
 

149 N.H. Martin (b. 1883 Clarinda, Iowa) came to Wichita Falls in 1917 to inherit the estate of his father, who died in 
1906. Martin had vast holdings in oil and real estate. T.B. Noble, from St. Augustine, Texas, first owned a book 
store, but later owned a cold drink stand and a broom factory. He eventually owned several buildings in Wichita 
Falls, residential property, and farms. 
 
150 Wichita Daily Times, 21 December 1919, Wichita County Water District Number One Subsection, Irrigation 
District Section, Book 19, WCA; Harvey, “Irrigation District History”; and Wichita County Water Improvement 
District Number One Records, 1919-1961, Wichita County Water Improvement District Number One, Wichita Falls, 
Texas, Southwestern Collection, Texas Tech Library, Lubbock, Texas.   
 
151 Book 1 1919-1922, WCWID #1, SWC.  
 
152 For many the irrigation project moved excruciatingly slow. The Better City, a newsletter printed by the Wichita 
Falls Chamber of Commerce, for example, related “The big irrigation and water project is working slowly, but 
steadily forward. There isn’t much being said about it, but it keeps right on moving.” Book 1 1919-1922, WCWID 
#1, SWC; Article Written by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park Centennial published by the Iowa Park Leader, 
October 1988, Personal Papers of Jimmy E. Banks; and The Better City, Vol. 1, No. 2, March 30, 1920 
 
153 Agricultural Editor V.H. Scoeffelmayer of the Dallas Morning News wrote many pro-irrigation pieces for Kemp.  
The first directors were president J.A. Kemp, vice president T.B. Noble, treasurer N.H. Martin, and members G.C. 
Wood and J.S. Bridwell. V.H. Scoeffelmayer, “Dream of J.A. Kemp, Banker, Realized Through Issue of Bonds 
Totaling $4,500,000,” Dallas Morning News, 2 August 1925, Section 6, Page 1 and Article Written by Jimmy E. 
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flexibility in its taxing power. The board of directors annually fixed the rate of taxation. Tax 

collectors declared land within the district either irrigable or non-irrigable with irrigable lands 

being valued more and thus taxed more.154 Although the bond might appear as an act of local 

autonomy in the community, the bonds authorized by the election in 1920 for $4,500,000 

matured serially over a period of years to 1950, drawing six percent interest semi-annually.155 

The district paid both principal and interest on the bond to Hanover National Bank in New York 

City, tying this part of the American West to East Coast bankers and capitalists for the next three 

decades.156 

Vernon, Childress, and Quanah, Texas, communities in the Upper Red River Basin near 

the Pease River Valley, eagerly watched the Big Wichita River Project’s progress, and soon 

sought to duplicate the process for an irrigation system in the Pease River Valley. Tom 

Yarborough, a resident of Fort Worth and owner of the Buckle L Ranch; Lafayette Hughes of 

Denver, Colorado; and a local businessman J.M. Crews collaborated in making a proposal to put 

more than 100,000 acres in the Pease Rive Valley “under the ditch.” Ranch owner, Tom 

Yarborough stood to benefit immensely from the plan because several thousands of the potential 

irrigated acreage would be located on his land. And Lafayette Hughes, as manager of the CV 

Ranch planned to subdivide his ranch for settlement of irrigation farms.157  The plans stalled out, 

but made headlines again in 1927 when the Pease-Red River Project directors petitioned the 

                                                
154 1923 $1 per $100 of taxable value; 1928 70 cents; 1931 80 cents; 1939 80 cents. Meeting Minutes, Book 1 1919-
1922, WCWID #1, SWC. 
 
155 Meeting Minutes, Book 1 1919-1922, WCWID #1, SWC.  
 
156 Ibid. 
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State Water Board.158 Ultimately, the Vernon Chamber of Commerce abandoned the Pease River 

irrigation project due to the “excessive cost” ($7,500,000), and after witnessing emerging 

problems with the Big Wichita River project.159  

Taxation issues appeared to be the first problems the Wichita County water district faced. 

Many landowners protested the new classification of their lands as irrigable and therefore subject 

to higher taxes. Many believed portions of their land should be reclassified as non-irrigable.160 

Even water district vice president T.B. Noble complained about lands he owned being wrongly 

classified as irrigable. He stated, “It has occurred to me that you have evidently used some land 

down near the River that is impractical to irrigate, otherwise you could not have arrived at a total 

so large as this.”161 Higher taxes alongside high water rates made irrigation an expensive 

enterprise. The maximum rate charged for irrigation water from 1925-1934 was $3.50 an acre-

foot. It was dropped in 1934 (at the depth of the Depression) to $1.75 an acre-foot.162   

Developers soon discovered they needed more funds to complete the dams and irrigation  

improvements. In order to meet the additional financial need, the Wichita County 

Commissioners Court initiated another bond election creating Wichita County Water 

Improvement District Number Two on 29 December 1920.163 A $1,570,000 bond issue passed in 
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1921,” Wichita Falls Times, 12 May 1957, Irrigation Section, Book 19, WCA and Harvey, “Irrigation District 
History.” 
 
163 Wichita County Water Improvement District Number Two (WCWID #2) Records, 1898-1983, Water 
Commissioner of Wichita County Water Improvement District Number Two, Wichita Falls, Texas, SWC.  
 



 337 

1921, creating District Number Two. The second district encompassed 76,784 acres for possible 

irrigation164 and organized on “an assessment of benefit basis of taxation,” meaning owners of all 

lands within the district paid the same rate per acre per year, the only distinction in rates being 

based on the classification of land as irrigable or non-irrigable.165 

Once a sufficient capital outlay could be secured then the water district started accepting 

bids for the actual construction of the dams and irrigation works. The directors of the water 

districts received five sealed bids from construction contractors one from Minneapolis, 

Minnesota, and the others from Houston, Cleburne, and Dallas, Texas166 and in November 1921, 

the W.E. Callahan Construction Company of Dallas won the construction contract. The company 

within thirty days began transforming the Wichita River with drag lines, shovels, tractors, 

wagons, elevating graders, blade machines, pile drivers, and trucks, constructing bridges, roads, 

and camp buildings to engender the change.167 With construction of the dams also came the 

infrastructure to support the construction and future settlement. Roads, power lines, ditches, and 

water pipes strung across the landscape created a matrix of infrastructure.168 For example, the 

Seymour-Vernon road, which took the route of the old “Moonshine Route,” was built in 

                                                
164 “Irrigation System Was Voted in 1921,” Wichita Falls Times, 12 May 1957, Irrigation Section, Book 19, WCA; 
Harvey, “Irrigation District History”; and Article Written by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park Centennial 
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Project,” 142-150.  
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cooperation with Baylor County to serve construction and expansion needs.169 The lakes and 

infrastructure visibly modified the landscape. 

 

Fig. 15. Spillway Construction at Lake Kemp c. 1920. Photo courtesy of the Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University. 
 

Kemp’s legacy on the landscape shows itself today in toponymns. The larger storage 

reservoir and dam received the place name, Lake Kemp. The Wichita County Water 

Improvement Districts decided on the name Lake Kemp in honor of President J.A. Kemp, and as 

a mark of consideration and esteem on behalf of the citizens of Wichita Falls and community. 

Ceremoniously the water district celebrated “the breadth of vision and foresight” shown by 

Kemp in conceiving the water and irrigation project. The name for the new man-made lake 

                                                
169 Director’s Meeting, May 3, 1923, Book 2, 1923-1925, WCWID #1, SWC.  
 



 339 

reflected “the zeal, energy and untiring effort” which Kemp “put forth in bringing it to a 

successful consummation.”170  

 

Fig. 16. Boating on Lake Kemp. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech 
University. 
 

                                                
170 Ibid. 
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Fig. 17. Ariel View of Lake Diversion Dam and Irrigation Gate. Photo courtesy of the Southwest 
Collection, Texas Tech University.  

 
The inhabitants of the Big Wichita Valley finally believed they had tamed the rampaging river, 

conserving its water and putting in place irrigation networks through which its veins flowed the 

red waters of the Big Wichita River. The human-built Lake Kemp and dam held up the Big 

Wichita river waters into a concentrated body approximately twenty miles long and 83 feet 

deep.171 Below Lake Kemp, a second storage reservoir, Lake Diversion, formed behind 

Diversion Dam and held back more waters for the purpose of diverting water to irrigation 
                                                
171 Article Written by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park Centennial published by the Iowa Park Leader, October 
1988, Personal Papers of Jimmy E. Banks. 
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canals.172 The four-foot canal slide gates located near the Lake Diversion spillway emptied water 

into one thirty four-mile long South Side Canal. Fifteen miles downstream from Lake Diversion 

a thirty-mile North Side Canal branched off to form the South Side Canal. The engineers 

constructed a 150-mile lateral system to deliver Big Wichita waters to area farms—the irrigation 

system relying on gravity flow.173 

 

Fig. 18. Hydraulic gates delivered water from the Wichita County Water Improvement Districts 
to the fields. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University. 

 

                                                
172 Diversion Reservoir located 18 river miles downstream from Lake Kemp is an earthen dam 4,200 feet long and 
55 feet high. It is 7 miles long. Ibid.  
 
173 Ibid. 
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Construction proceeded over four years, and at the same time Kemp continued to preside 

over the Texas Conservation Congress, arguing much work still needed to be done to perfect the 

irrigation laws of semi-arid West Texas, even claiming such bond elections would not be wholly 

sufficient for future developments. Kemp informed gatherings of irrigationists that it was 

impossible to reclaim vast areas in West Texas river valleys and make them highly productive by 

relying solely on local bond issues and those who lived in local districts. Local peoples could not 

accomplish bigger projects without the support of the state and federal governments. Kemp 

wanted more than local tax-supported bond issues. He wanted state and federal aid for projects. 

Texas still faced obstacles in receiving federal aid because the state owned its public lands. 

Furthermore Kemp claimed that the state remained stubborn on water issues, complaining 

Texans still “could go much further in supporting irrigation.” Kemp even claimed that if the state 

would pay for engineers in the districts their scientific expertise would alone enable the district 

to sell bonds without difficulty. People found comfort and economic security in the scientific 

expertise engineers offered.174 

Kemp closely managed the Wichita River project as president on the water district’s 

board of directors, selling bonds, overseeing construction, and traveling the state promoting 

further irrigation. In 1922 Kemp promoted the Wichita County Water Improvement District in 

Dallas, discussing not only irrigation but also the recreational values of the reservoirs, including 

duck shooting, fishing, and boating. Soon, Frank Kell, the manager of many of Kemp’s projects, 

insisted “conditions are now ripe for a much larger expenditure on publicity with particular view 
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to obtaining settlers in the irrigated valley.”175  As Kell considered the on-the-ground 

colonization efforts, Kemp mobilized the promotional end. 

Through state organizations and business councils, Kemp promoted his vision of 

economic development based on reclamation and conservation of water resources. The Texas 

Conservation Association met in October 1924 in Fort Worth, and the gathering billed Kemp the 

“Father of Irrigation in Texas.” The association lauded amendments to the constitution as 

progress and warned members to “be on guard to the end that nothing be done that will handicap 

progress now being made.”176 The association invited businessmen, promoters, and bureaucrats 

to their meetings, and argued for cooperation from progressive Texas citizens. The association 

urged members to solicit county judges, mayors, legislators, state officials, engineers, chambers 

of commerce, and other civic leaders and to convince them of the benefits of reclamation and 

conservation for development of the state.177  

In 1925 Texas “Irrigationists” reelected Joe Kemp president of the Texas Conservation 

Association.178 They praised Kemp for “conquering” the semi-arid environment, but Kemp 

declared his greatest obstacle to be “legislative” rather than natural.179 From 1924 through 1927 

Kemp traveled across Texas holding up the Big Wichita irrigation projects as an “outstanding” 

conservation and flood control achievement. He educated citizens outlining the story from its 

inception in the 1880s to completion in the 1920s. Acting as if he had authority on the subject 

Kemp encouraged people around the state to dream and develop water resources. In Brownwood, 

                                                
175 September 30, 1924, WFCC, SWC.  
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177 Ibid. 

 
178 “Conservation Group Again Names Kemp,” Dallas Morning News, 27 September 1925, Section 1, 1. 

 
179 Dallas Morning News, 4 October 1924, 1.  

 



 344 

Texas Kemp said Wichita Falls had been built because “water of inexhaustible quantity” had 

been secured through the building of “great dams” and by opening dry lands to cultivation. 

Kemp argued Brownwood could be built into a “great city” too, especially if the people of 

Brownwood could secure an “abundant water supply.” Irrigation and municipal purposes Kemp 

insisted could be secured by building the proposed dam at the junction of the Jim Ned Creek and 

Pecan Bayou. Kemp held out the Big Wichita River projects as an example for what could be 

done in other Texas cities, and in fact he was trying to impact community decision-making 

processes to that effect.180  

In Fort Worth Kemp informed Dallas and Tarrant counties that impounding storm waters 

on the Trinity River would reduce the havoc of flooding from spring showers.181 Kemp made 

Texans ponder the reclamation and conservation issues.  The Dallas Morning News reported that 

if Kemp and his associates can accomplish reclamation and conservation projects often “at a 

tremendous cost and still make a profit, think what we can do under favorable conditions.”182 

The paper concluded, “The truth is that water conservation is of State-wide interest.”183 

As Kemp spoke to the people of Dallas and Fort Worth, one thousand laborers worked to 

finish the Big Wichita project. After hydraulic dredges lifted dirt from the reservoir sites 

rainwaters slowly filled behind the dams.184 By 1924 Lake Kemp became the largest man-made 
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181 Dallas Morning News, 28 September  1927, Section 2, 14. 

 
182 Dallas Morning News, 4 October 1924, Section 1, 1.  

 
183 Dallas Morning News, 28 September  1927, Section 2, 14. 
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reservoir in the state, seven times larger than Lake Worth. Waters impounded at Lake Kemp 

released slowly into Lake Diversion. At Diversion Dam waters diverted either into the Wichita 

River, or to the main irrigation canal and to laterals through rural fields.185  

District directors released irrigation waters from the Big Wichita River for the first time 

in 1925 on a hot July day. Men quietly watched the first water flow through the Wichita 

Irrigation Project into the fields of Wichita County. The men conversed, believing the water 

meant “permanent and lasting prosperity.” Farmers that planted seventy to one hundred acres of 

row crops now planned to cultivate five to six hundred acres of newly irrigated land.186  

At a barbecue in Iowa Park, Kemp, Kell, business partners, and civic leaders celebrated 

the completion of the dams and irrigation canals. Promoters and farmers slapped each other on 

the back, congratulating one another on their accomplishments. They all celebrated their 

perceived conquest over nature. Farmers got to work planting and applying water to their crops. 

Herbert Griffin irrigated 100 acres of cotton on his ranch near the diversion dam. He had the land 

laid out and handled by a man who had experience in irrigation. Numbers of others irrigated 

tracts planted with cotton, cantaloupes, corn, truck and other crops. George Hund irrigated oats 

and sweet clover on his farm just west of the fair grounds. Boosters expected such agricultural 

demonstrations proved the benefit of irrigated lands in the Wichita Valley.187 At the end of 1925 

farmers irrigated 19,825 acres and in 1931, acreage irrigated expanded to 30,195 acres.188 

                                                
185 V.H. Scoeffelmayer,  “Dream of J.A. Kemp, Banker, Realized Through Issue of Bonds Totaling $4,500,000,” 
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186 Community Builder, Volume 2, Number 10, September 1924, WFCC, SWC. 
 
187 Community Builder, Volume 2, Number 5, February 1924, WFCC, SWC. 
 
188 Irrigation water from the Big Wichita River was released from Diversion in 1925. By 1925 there were 19,825 
acres irrigated and in 1931, 30,195 acres were under irrigation. The maximum rate charged for irrigation water from 
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Fig. 19. Carrot Field irrigated by Wichita County Water and Improvement District canal system. 
Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University. 
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Fig. 20. Map Showing the Watering of the Big and Little Wichita River Valleys 

 

The construction of dams and irrigation ditches presented only one part of an ultimate 

development plan. Irrigated lands needed settlers—citizens that would till the land and pay taxes 

to upkeep the project. Herbert Griffin wrote in the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce 

publication Community Builder that since water improvement voters accepted the project and 

since landowners had to pay the tax whether or not they farmed the land, it was in the 

landowners best interest to develop their lands for irrigation. Subdividing and colonizing lands 

would ensure actual inhabitance of farmlands, resulting in tax revenue and the money needed to 

run the project.189 Ground-level environmental changes resulted from colonizing efforts, 

settlement made politically and financially possible by Kemp and his associates. Developers 
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changed the political landscape, but soon the boosters faced environmental and economic 

realities in the Big Wichita River Valley. To make irrigation in the valley successful, the 

interrelated issues of settlers, taxation, and access to agricultural markets had to be addressed. 

From the 1920s through the 1930s, colonization surfaced as a major concern for local 

businessmen tied to the project. The boosters knew when water became available from the lakes 

developers still would not have an irrigated valley. All parties realized there was still a lot of 

work to come after construction—a program of colonization that might take many years. The 

water district wanted to bring farmers to Wichita County. The chamber of commerce envisioned 

“desirable and efficient farmers,” working small intensive twenty to forty acre tracts, and dotting 

the valley with “commodious, comfortable country homes.”190  

Developers promoted colonization programs in the valley, working through local 

community organs, such as the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce. Kemp sat on the 

chamber’s agricultural committee and brought in colonization expert and poultry raiser Chas 

Weeks of Owenmouth, California in an effort to help along the colonization process. Weeks 

outlined a plan to contract local landowners for colonization and development of five and ten-

acre tracts near the Johnson Poultry Ranch west of Wichita Falls. The program featured chicken 

raising and dairying that would especially help grow Week’s poultry business.191 

Promoters believed willing colonizers could be found outside the region as well, in other 

parts of Texas and the United States. The Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce put J.D. Greer on 

the payroll to publicize the colonizing effort. Greer, a farmer and businessman experienced in 

colonization, went to Denton County near Lewisville, Texas where he marketed Wichita Valley 
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lands to farmers.192 Reports from the chamber’s Valley Development Committee also indicated 

visits to farmers on irrigation projects in Idaho and California where it was thought settlers might 

be secured for the Wichita Valley. The committee also employed J.A. Olsen of Parson, Kansas, 

to go to Rockford, Illinois, for the purpose of securing Scandinavian farmers for the Wichita 

Valley.193 

The colonization efforts moved slowly and soon expanded. J.M. McFall, chairman of the 

agricultural committee, suggested trips to New Mexico and Arizona to induce experienced 

irrigation farmers to north Texas. Area businesses realizing the significance of the colonization 

process and what it meant for local companies helped out in other ways. The Wichita Falls 

Electric Company, for example, paid traveling expenses for representatives of the chamber of 

commerce to visit other irrigation projects and to secure information and names of prospects who 

might be induced to settle in the Wichita Valley.194 Often the Wichita Falls Chamber of 

Commerce and the Wichita County Water Improvement Districts discussed securing settlers for 

the irrigation project from the irrigated sections of Colorado, Utah, and Idaho. G.A. Remington, 

general manager for the Big Wichita Irrigation Project personally made trips to these states in an 

attempt to interest prospective settlers.195 

 Actually getting irrigation farmers to move to the Big Wichita Valley proved extremely 

difficult and to a certain extent created a local economic crisis. Iowa Park citizens and water 

district board members soon came to the realization that the failure of the colonization program 

presented a “grave situation.” The developers confronted “the absolute necessity” for some plan 
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to subdivide land for sale and controlling prices within reasonable limits.196 Some boosters 

argued it would take more time and effort. But the colonization of the valley moved entirely too 

slowly for many promoters. In fact for many it was a problem to be settled at once. Some 

boosters uncovered the Wichita Valley Land Owner’s Association “had not had a meeting in 

many months and that apparently very little was being done by that organization to develop the 

valley.” The scandal sparked new life into the colonization effort.197 Colonization had become a 

major problem, and businessmen called for a more systematic plan.198 To the flabbergasted 

members of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce colonization was unfinished business and 

development and settlement of irrigated lands by experienced farmers constituted a “paramount 

duty” as 1928 approached. Many suggested advertising in magazines and newspapers directed 

particularly to poultry raisers, dairymen, and irrigation farmers.199  

For years valley colonization remained difficult and soon the root ecological problems 

emerged in discussions among local agribusinessmen. Close observers realized good drainage 

protected lands under irrigation, and that much of the Big Wichita project had poorly drained 

lands. Drainage was crucial to the success of the irrigation program. No irrigation farmer wanted 

poorly drained lands.200 But the relationship between drainage and colonization remained unclear 

to promoters.  And after six years and very little progress in the way of colonization it became 

even more “imperative” that action be taken in reference to colonization. Better drainage for 

many though seemed inconsequential. The solution for many was not better and more expensive 
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drainage programs, but better marketing of poorly drained lands. The problem of inadequately 

drained lands eluded many developers for many years. It meant more money expended on land 

than seemed feasible. It made more sense to local businessmen to continue searching for 

colonizers. At the same time the quality of the water being drained, although not yet completely 

understood, began to work its damaging impacts on the land and economy.201 

By the time Kemp died in 1930, the vision of an irrigated valley remained alive and many 

thought it was still possible. Colonization emerged as a problem in the 1920s, but it seemed to be 

just another obstacle that Kemp and his successors would have to overcome. And some federal 

relief did come in the 1930s when the government stepped in to help struggling farmers during 

the Great Depression. The Boards of Directors of the Wichita Valley Development Association 

and of the Wichita County Water Improvement Districts secured a “Subsistence Homestead 

Colony for Wichita Falls,” and received a loan from the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, 

which helped save the irrigation project from economic ruin. Judge A.H. Britain, attorney for the 

Wichita County Water Improvement Districts, refinanced the bonds through the Reconstruction 

Finance Corporation (RFC) and arranged for the RFC to advance $582,500 in cash to acquire 

past due bonds. At the end of the day the Reconstruction Finance Corporation helped pay off 

debts and they owned all the bonds issued by WCWID number two. The bonds of district 

number one remained scattered.202 

Other federal resettlement projects included the Wichita Valley Farms, ninety-four farms 

averaging over fifty acres to the family, and Wichita Gardens, a federal subsistence project of 
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sixty-two houses, each three acres.203 Ultimately, the federal government, in an attempt to relieve 

debt stricken farmers on the Great Plains, colonized poor farmers on poorly drained lands in the 

Wichita Valley. And federal loans to the Wichita County Water Improvement Districts sustained 

development in the Big Wichita River in the face of tax revenue declines, and despite natural 

conditions. The federal government bailed out the irrigation project, prolonging efforts to deal 

with the real socio-economic and environmental problems in the valley.  

The ultimate failure at colonization revealed major economic cracks and eventually 

ecological limitations for the overall project. The irrigation project might not work as envisioned. 

A tax supported system, like the irrigation district, needed settlers, but settlers refused to buy 

poorly drained lands, and that meant there were fewer tax revenues to support the project. And 

even if settlers colonized and farmed the valley, they still needed markets for their crops.  

Access to markets became a very real problem for farmers. Many promoters noticed 

market problems. Local real estate agent G.B. Anderson and irrigation engineer Dillard 

Anderson, for example, after they returned from irrigated farms in Colorado, Utah, Wyoming, 

Montana, and Idaho, reported bumper crops being grown under severe climatic conditions. 

Market conditions, however, were poor and irrigation farmers were no longer getting rich. 

Freight costs rose, farmers glutted markets, and both reduced profits. Developers recognized they 

needed not only colonists, but also reliable markets for agricultural goods. Local businessmen 

believed the Wichita Valley had good access to markets because it was centrally located between 

Dallas/Fort Worth and West Texas, Colorado, and New Mexico.204 Yet the problem of markets 

proved more complex, especially in a post World War I economy.  
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Marketing farm produce persisted as a major problem throughout the 1920s. A special 

Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce committee called the board of industrial commissioners 

interviewed produce companies in the Northern and Eastern United States and the Wichita 

County farm agent studied a marketing association in Collin County for handling of onions and 

potatoes. All commissioners and agents reported back that they were unable to develop any 

market outlets, and that the national market was glutted. The commissioner believed a growers’ 

association should be formed at once in order to function in these matters for the future. In 

response the Valley Development Committee proposed organizing a corporation known as the 

Wichita Valley Marketing Company for the purpose of buying, grading, and selling regional 

farm products. 205  
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Fig. 21. The Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce displays produce from the Wichita County 
Water Improvement Districts irrigation system. Photo courtesy of the Southwest Collection, 
Texas Tech University.  

 
In 1927 Joe Kemp, under the auspices of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce, left 

on the Fort Worth and Denver railroad for California to study profitable irrigation in the Golden 

State. Kemp led fifty Texas businessmen, bankers, and landowners with him to study farming, 

poultry, truck raising, and dairy practices in California, hoping to bring back knowledge of the 

methods that made California farmers prosperous. Kemp and his entourage visited irrigated 

farms in Los Angeles, Glendale, San Bernadino, Saugus, Ventura, Riverside, and Pomona.206 
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The Texans saw a combination of market access and scientific management as the way in which 

to make the irrigation project more successful, and more profitable. Since 1915 Kemp had 

invested in scientific study of varied agricultural practices, even funding construction of a model 

dairy barn and introducing Guernsey cattle to the area as an example to other dairymen.207 In 

1924 the chambers of commerce in Iowa Park and Wichita Falls presented a 160-acre 

experimental farm tract to Texas A&M College to help farmers scientifically manage their 

irrigated acreage.208 This trip to California further revealed a belief in technological and 

scientific efficiency and it revealed the ability of Kemp to motivate regional businessmen. While 

access to markets remained elusive, the blind faith in technology and science continued. 

After Kemp’s death in 1930, criticism of the project emerged more frequently. Many in 

the city did not understand the value of the project anymore. As a result, Wichita Falls Chamber 

of Commerce member Oral Jones toured local businessmen through the Wichita Valley project, 

expressing the belief that such tours made the people of Wichita Falls fully appreciate the great 

value of irrigation.209 Furthermore, Jones held rallies at the Kemp Hotel to discuss development 

of irrigated lands.210 Jones asked local businessmen to give “wholehearted cooperation” to 

development of the project, and help produce solutions to the problems that retarded 

                                                
207 Handbook of Texas Online, s.v. "Joseph Alexander Kemp" 
http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/KK/fke14.html (accessed February 24, 2009 

 
208 Since as early as 1923 the experimental farm had been on the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce agenda. “Mr. 
Noble” an elected director of the District “presented the need of securing the establishment of an Experimental Farm 
in connection with the Irrigation Project.” “C.H. Clark and J.M. McFall” local developers “outlined plans for a 
demonstration and experimental farm to be tendered to the State. According to the plans, the farm will cost 
approximately $15,000, the Chamber of Commerce to undertake to raise one-third of this amount, and the balance to 
be raised from the membership of the Wichita Valley Land Owners Association.” The Chamber agreed to the plan. 
“Irrigation System of Valley Opened,” Dallas Morning News, 25 May 1924, Section 1, page 8. February 5, 1924; 
Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC; and April 3, 1923, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 

 
209 July 21, 1931, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
 
210 September 15, 1931, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
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development.211 Accordingly development of the irrigated valley, following the completion of 

the two dams and the canal system, was for Kemp disappointingly slow. Kemp blamed the slow 

pace on the failure to work out a suitable farming program. Kemp devoted enormous time and 

effort to this phase of the project and never admitted defeat. And Kemp died before it became 

apparent that the water quality would cause the project to fail. He lived until 1930 to see more 

than 33,000 acres under the ditch and to see the foundation laid for development of the entire 

105,000 acres. But the development of those 105,000 would never occur and Kemp’s conquest 

would remain incomplete.212 

Many experts, such as Colonel E.S. Nettleton of Denver, Colorado, a federal expert on 

irrigation in the Southwest, visited Wichita Falls and north Texas as the amendment vote had 

approached. These experts had claimed it did not matter how fertile the soil or what type the 

climate and that the one factor of utmost importance was moisture, making sure dams conserved 

water for future uses during dry times. According to Nettleton, the factors that contributed to a 

successful irrigation system were capacity of the water supply, cost per acre of land, and annual 

expenses for maintenance and distribution. Nettleton defended the tax-supported water district 

system, arguing local landowners could not afford such extravagant capital outlays. For Colonel 

Nettleton irrigation in the Big Wichita River Valley meant advancement and progress for Texas, 

but in reality the project failed to meet expectations despite the great cost. In fact, developers 

overlooked the most important factors for success in the Big Wichita Valley. Drainage and water 

quality, and not capacity, costs, or expenses, emerged to be the most important issues facing the 

water district. Applying a general model—a model that did not include local knowledge of the 

                                                
211 January 16, 1933, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
 
212 “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, CAH. 
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environment—to the Big Wichita River Valley, grossly failed to meet the real socio-

environmental needs of the Wichita Falls community.213  

                                                
 

213 “The Value of Irrigation,” March 29, 1897, Dallas Morning News.  
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CHAPTER 8 

 INCOMPLETE CONQUEST 

 

When Joseph Kemp died, newspapers across North Texas eulogized the city builder and 

Wichita Falls newspapers devoted entire front pages to the visionary booster. The Wichita 

County Water Improvement District (WCWID) directors wrote a letter of sympathy to Kemp’s 

family.  In the letter, the water district regretted Kemp did not live to see his vision of an 

irrigated valley fulfilled.  The fellow water commissioners and city boosters had remembered 

Kemp as their leader.1  Kemp led and won the fight against legislative obstacles, barriers that 

blocked his dream of a well-watered Northwest Texas.  But still the vision remained incomplete. 

Neither land nor water could be conquered by scientific expertise, engineering, or technology. 

Water quality, soil, and drainage issues perplexed the water district. These ecological variables 

became economic problems, problems to be solved by more-advanced technology and science.  

It would take more bureaucratic management. Federally funded flood control and desalinization 

projects and locally and state-funded water inter-basin transfer projects emerged as solutions to 

solve water problems in the Big Wichita valley. 

Early business and city leaders focused on economic aspects of the water project and 

neglected ecological realities. These developers cared primarily about quantity of water and the 

profits the abundant water supply generated for the local economy through agriculture and real 

estate. For the most part Wichita Falls and the surrounding area had plenty of water. The major 

                                                
1 “Joseph Alexander Kemp,” Vertical File, Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin and 
December 11, 1930, Meeting Minutes, Board of Directors, Book 3, Wichita County Water Improvement District No. 
1, Records, 1919-1961, Minutes, 1919-1922, Minutes, 1959-1961, Box 1 of 1, Southwest Collection, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, TX. Hereafter Southwest Collection cited as SWC and Wichita County Water Improvement 
District cited as WCWID.  
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flaw in the promoters’ vision was that it ignored or never acknowledged water quality and the 

saline-water’s effects upon soil. Environmental consequences, such as poor drainage, seepage, 

salting of soils, and weed infestations, resulted from putting saltwater on the land, and 

complicating matters, different soil types reacted differently to saline-water application. 

Margaret Lee Morgan’s “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley 

Irrigation Project,” written in 1939, uncovered discontent over water quality. She revealed the 

Big Wichita River’s water carried large quantities of salts, but found the final effects would take 

some time to determine. Although Morgan could not determine the environmental impacts in 

1939, she did reveal dissent from the accepted triumphal narrative oft-printed in newspaper 

articles and Kemp hagiographies.2 For example, Tom F. Hunter, who owned real estate in 

Wichita County, sharply criticized the water development project as “short of the dreams” of 

Joseph Kemp. Hunter believed the development not worth the millions of dollars it cost to build. 

Future Wichita Falls mayor W.B. Hamilton, also from the viewpoint of a real estate man, 

criticized the valuation of property in the City of Wichita Falls by the irrigation district as “too 

high.” He believed owners paid too great a tax for the benefit derived by the owners of real estate 

in Wichita Falls.3  

Newspaper editorialist John Gould, who published the “Furthermore and However” 

column in the Wichita Falls Daily Times, detailed the criticisms in connection with its water 

supply. “A great many Wichitans believe that the Lake Kemp undertaking as a whole was a 

mistake,” wrote Gould, arguing the Lake Kemp’s water were of “unsatisfactory quality” for 

municipal and irrigation purposes. Land priced too high was another error, claimed Gould. 

                                                
2 Margaret Lee Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” (M.A. Thesis, 
Southern Methodist University, 1939), 159.  

 
3 Ibid., 169.  
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“There were Wichitans, including Kemp, who tried to develop a system of agriculture that could 

make the irrigation project pay its way,” but Gould reasoned: “It can be said…that they never 

succeeded.”4  

The irrigation process upset regional ranchers, which represented an old conservative 

guard in Wichita County. Ranchers, such as Samuel Burk Burnett, an authentic oil tycoon and 

cattle baron on the Texas plains, influenced policy and participated in regional banking and oil 

interests, and ran up against the interests of the Wichita county irrigation district. Burnett’s 

ranching estate complained about the district’s taxing methods. When the irrigation districts first 

organized, the water commissioners proposed boundary lines that did not include any of 

Burnett’s ranchlands, specifically excluding some 1200 or 1500 acres southwest of Iowa Park. 

But before the commissioners voted, the district changed the boundary line so that it included 

some of Burnett’s land. The district determined two hundred acres of Burnett’s land were within 

the district’s new boundaries. Burnett made an agreement with the irrigation board to change the 

classification of the land from irrigable to non-irrigable, and S.B. Burnett paid the small tax on 

non-irrigable land year to year. Later Burnett bought the Ellison farm, an irrigated farm. The 

farm contained about 120 acres of land within the bounds of the irrigation district. Burnett 

refused to pay the taxes on the irrigable land, insisting all the time that it should not have been 

included in the irrigation district and that the land was not subject to an irrigable tax rate. 

Burnett’s attorneys met several times with district officials in an attempt to make a settlement on 

the unpaid taxes, but the stubborn cattle rancher never let his attorneys make any settlement. 

After Burnett’s death the district continued to press the Burnett estate on the question of the 

unpaid taxes on irrigable land. The estate attorney found it impossible to get the land excluded 

                                                
4John Gould, “Furthermore and However,” Wichita Falls Daily Times, November 12, 1951, in Wichita Falls File 
and Scrapbook, Vertical File, CAH. 
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from the district and talks between the board and Burnett estate continued through the 1940s and 

1950s. 5 Ranchers, such as S.B. Burnett and their attorneys, complained about land classifications 

even bringing their arguments to the attorney general of Texas in an attempt to get tax 

reductions. But the attorney general argued in favor of the irrigation district that lands could not 

be reclassified.6 

On the other hand, men like J.S. Bridwell and C.H. Clark, water district authorities 

expressed more optimistic views about the irrigation project, claiming it would only take more 

time and scientific expertise to make visions reality. Clark prophesized “we will put our feet on 

‘Mother Earth’ and praise the memory of J.A. Kemp for a great vision come true in the Wichita 

Valley.”7 Such a variety of opinions revealed the underlying discord in the valley. 

In 1939 Margaret Morgan could only speculate about the environmental, social, and 

economic impacts of the Big Wichita River development, and this chapter the first since 

Morgan’s 1939 dissertation, determines those impacts. Environmentally, water in the Big 

Wichita River, ranging in color from chocolate-red to chocolate-brown, contained gypsum and 

salt.8 The main source of salt came from saline springs located along the North, Middle, and 

South Forks of the Big Wichita River. Use of saline waters from the Big Wichita River caused 

                                                
5 Letter from John C. Murphee, Attorney at Law, Iowa Park, Texas to Mrs. Anne Burnett Hall, Fort Worth, Texas, 
May 8, 1939).  Box 49 of 64 Financial Material Taxes, King County, 1936-1951 and undated, Electra ISD, Wichita 
County, # 2, 1923-196, File # 8 Financial Materials, Taxes, Wichita County Water District #2, 1938-1962, S.B. 
Burnett Estate Records, 1874-1981. 
 
6 Letter from John C. Murphee, Attorney at Law, Iowa Park, Texas to George T. Halsell, Fort Worth, Texas, 
February 21, 1957 Box 49 of 64 Financial Material Taxes, King County, 1936-1951 and undated, Electra ISD, 
Wichita County, # 2, 1923-196, File # 8 Financial Materials, Taxes, Wichita County Water District #2, 1938-1962, 
S.B. Burnett Estate Records, 1874-1981.  
 
7 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 179.  
 
8 Stanley Baldys,  Peter W. Bush, and Charles C. Kidwell, Effects of Low-Flow Diversions from the South Wichita 
River on Downstream Salinity of the South Wichita River, Lake Kemp, and the Wichita River, North Texas, October 
1982-September 1992, Water-resources investigations report, 95-4288 (Austin, Tex: U.S. Dept. of the Interior, U.S. 
Geological Survey, 1996), 1-32 and Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation 
Project,” 63.  
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environmental and socio-economic problems beyond the developer’s imagination. In more 

severe cases, high levels of sodium caused “crusting” of the soil that affected seed germination, 

oxygen levels, and nutrient levels.9 Often times after water evaporated, “a whitish powdery 

substance” remained on the surface.10 Public health standards, set by both the state and federal 

government define saline water “as water containing more than 1,000 parts per million (ppm) of 

dissolved solids.”11 According to the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality, high levels 

of dissolved solids such as chlorides and sulfates can cause water to be unusable or too costly to 

treat for drinking water purposes. Changes in dissolved solids concentrations can also affect the 

quality of habitat for aquatic life. In 2002, for example, water analyses from Lakes Kemp, 

Diversion, and the Bradford irrigation canal found total dissolved chlorides at 2751 ppm and 

total chlorides at 1064 ppm.12 The water from Lake Kemp and Lake Diversion does not meet 

state drinking water standards. Furthermore, there are no standards governing the quality of 

irrigation water. It is up to the individual to make judgments on irrigative water application.  

The socio-economic context for the development phase (1917-1925) of the irrigation 

project came during a time of relative prosperity, but the economic situation abruptly changed 

after 1926 as indicated by the failure of the farm colonization project. Since 1917 an oil boom 

                                                
 

9 United States, Wichita River Basin Reevaluation Red River Chloride Control Project (Tulsa, Ok: Dept. of Defense, 
Dept. of the Army, Corps of Engineers, Tulsa District, 2002). 

 
10 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 70. 
 
11 Allen G. Winslow and L. R. Kister, Saline-Water Resources of Texas, Geological Survey water-supply paper, 
1365 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O., 1956), 1; Jack T. Hughes, Archeological reconnaissance in the Wichita River 
drainage of north-central Texas (Canyon, TX: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West 
Texas State University, 1972); and Subchapter F: Drinking Water Standards Governing Drinking Water Quality and 
Reporting Requirements for Public Water Systems, Chapter 290 Public Drinking Water, Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality.  
 
12 Water Analysis, Lake Kemp, Lake Diversion, and Bradford Canal, Wichita County Water Improvement District 
No. 2, City of Wichita Falls, 2002. In author’s possession. 
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brought men and fortunes, but money and times got progressively worse for irrigation farmers. In 

1926 the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce declared an emergency existed in the marketing 

of produce from the Wichita irrigated valley.13  Additionally, real estate and oilmen increasingly 

came into conflict with the interests of the water district and small farmers. Many of the area 

oilmen opposed watering lands. Oil interests and large landowners wished to retain lands for oil 

leasing, rather than “block them up into small farms.” For this reason, historians and locals cited 

the oil boom “as one of the reasons for the partial failure of the irrigation system.”14 On the 

surface, progress and harmony appeared to carry the day, but underneath the rosy exterior unrest 

grew. 

The Dust Bowl and Great Depression took their toll on the Southern Plains and in 

conjunction with hard times, the federal government got more involved in the American West, 

and in Texas, to relieve struggling farmers.15 Federal authorities had addressed the aridity of the 

American West in the late nineteenth century, passing the Desert Land Act (1877), the Timber 

Culture Act (1873), and the Timber and Stone Act (1878). Ultimately the federal acts promoted 

monopolization of agricultural lands and ignored the environmental realities in northwest Texas. 

“Under the Timber Culture Act” aridity historian Marc Reisner wrote, “you had to plant one-

quarter of your quarter section with trees, a stipulation inserted because it was thought that trees 

increased the rainfall. In West Texas, where, meteorologically speaking, all that is predictable is 

                                                
13 June 18, 1926, Meeting Minutes, Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce Records, SWC. Hereafter Wichita Falls 
Chamber of Commerce Records cited as WFCC. 
 
14 Morgan, “The History and Economic Aspect of the Wichita Valley Irrigation Project,” 171. 
 
15 Donald Worster, Dust Bowl: The Southern Plains in the 1930s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1979); 
Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 182, 230, 243, 245, 250, 253-254,262, 278; and Donald Worster, “The Dirty Thirties: A 
Study in Agricultural Capitalism,” Great Plains Quarterly 6: 2 (1986), 107-116. 
 



 364 

the wind, you would have to spend most of your time replanting your fallen-down trees.”16  

Furthermore the acts applied to federally owned lands being allotted to settlers. At the time 

Texas did not have significant amounts of federally owned public lands. The state of Texas 

maintained ownership of the bulk of its public lands and the acts coming from the federal 

government in the nineteenth excluded most of the lands of Texas. Instead federal aid came in 

the 1930s with New Deal state and federal programs (specifically the Reconstruction Finance 

Corporation, Civilian Conservation Corp, the state Public Works Administration, and the Works 

Progress Administration). By then there was less public land to be disposed and officials did not 

attach the aid to the status of the land. Federal aid during the New Deal saved the Big Wichita 

development from economic disaster, and funded some recovery of salted lands. But aid came 

with more control and authority exerted from the federal government.  

The growing number of technocrats reflected a steadfast belief in technology, and their 

titles revealed the real ecological issues professional scientists and engineers faced. The local 

government hired drainage engineers and soil scientists; the state paid for engineers to run tests 

on saline waters; and the federal government sent in the Army Corps of Engineers to hold back 

floods and desalinize the waters.  

The failure of the Big Wichita River as a usable municipal water supply resulted in even 

more technological developments. Engineers developed inter-basin or basin-to-basin water 

transfer systems to meet the needs of Texas plains communities. Because Lake Kemp and Lake 

Diversion on the Big Wichita River did not meet water safety standards local leaders developed 

another system to water the population living in the Big Wichita basin. Wichita Falls secured 

                                                
16 Benjamin Kline, First Along the River: A Brief History of the U.S. Environmental Movement (San Francisco: 
Acada Books, 1994), 31; Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water (New 
York: Penguin Books, 1993), 43-48. 
 



 365 

water appropriation rights to the Little Wichita River and civic leaders and state authorities 

organized an effort to build dams and reservoirs (Lake Arrowhead and Lake Kickapoo) on the 

Little Wichita River. The Little Wichita comprises a completely separate, neighboring basin to 

the Big Wichita River Basin. Local and state authorities pumped waters from the Little Wichita 

into the basin of the Big Wichita—an inter-basin transfer. By the 1940s over 100,000 thirsty 

residents awaited the Little Wichita’s drinkable water. The system became a model for what 

could be done with “inter-basin” (basin-to-basin) transfers, moving water resources from basin-

to-basin and potentially around the state of Texas. The acclaimed Texas plains historian Walter 

Prescott Webb even suggested interregional transfers since all the regions of the Texas could not 

meet their own needs.17  

Since the 1930s an era of state and federal control began, one that still involved an 

“economical” approach, but in contrast to the previous eras considered an environmental aspect. 

The federal government continued to involve itself in the Big Wichita Valley through the Army 

Corps of Engineers, especially through flood control programs and the Red River Chloride 

Project. The Red River Chloride Project sought to desalinize the waters of the Big Wichita River. 

The state of Texas exerted its authority over water resources through regulatory agencies, 

including the Texas Water Rights Commission, Texas Water Development Board, Red River 

Authority, and Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD). These agencies primarily 

considered economic benefits when developing water resources, but now made some more-

nuanced environmental considerations. 
                                                
17 To the south of the Little Wichita basin, Texas divides on the Little Wichita-Brazos River divide. Waters north of 
the divide empty into the Red while waters south of this divide empty into the Gulf of Mexico. The Brazos River 
borders the Little Wichita basin to the south, taking a sharp southern route to the Gulf. For information on inter-
basin transfers see Kenneth E. Hendrickson, “The Texas River Authorities and the Water Question: A Case Study in 
Conservation,” Agricultural History 59: 2 (April 1985): 269-279; Walter Prescott Webb, More Water for Texas: The 
Problem and the Plan (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1954); and “Wichita Falls,” Monthly Business Review 
39:12 (December 1, 1954), 177 in Wichita Falls, Texas, Vertical File, CAH.  
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The incomplete conquest of the Big Wichita River and development of the Little Wichita 

River Valley revealed natural limitations for the boosters’ vision for the Big Wichita Valley. An 

ideological flaw, a vision that once embraced private capitalism and technological efficiency to 

“conquer” nature failed. Money from the federal government eventually supplanted local capital. 

Instead of technological or divine conquest, the more mundane environmental realities of 

rainfall, water quality, drainage, and soils emerged. The fact that drinking water had to come 

from a completely separate river basin unhinged the promoters’ vision. The developer’s 

ideology, a stubborn way of making sense of the world, failed. The ideology, assertions, theories, 

and aims that constituted their sociopolitical program failed to confront natural realities.  

Secondly, by no means was the project ultimately “economical.” The amount of money it 

cost to build Lake Kemp, Lake Diversion, and the irrigation system on the Big Wichita paled in 

comparison to the dollars spent dealing with its socioeconomic and environmental consequences. 

The dream of an agricultural Eden in the irrigated valley petered out in the face of oil derricks 

and livestock and application of brine waters on inadequately drained fields salted and water 

logged lands. Poor drainage of lands, saline waters, and salted soils wracked the water district. It 

all went hand-in-hand with lawsuits, tax collection problems, and bond debts.  

 In order to better determine the socio-environmental impact of history on the Big and Little 

Wichita Rivers, natural cycles of land and water must be considered. The Big and Little Wichita 

River Valleys run through “Rolling Plains” and “Western Cross Timbers.” The Wichita Rivers 

are tributaries in the Red River Basin, and thus the greater Mississippi River drainage basin. 

According to ecologists and biologists, the Upper Red River Basin lies on the “Great Plains” 

province in the “Osage Plains” section. This portion of the Great Plains, often called the “Rolling 

Red Plains,” creates an undulating topography. The Big and Little Wichita River Valleys, run 
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through the gently rolling mesquite plains, with elevations near 1,000 feet.18  

 Soils played a very important role in the development of the region. Geologic history tells 

the story of the prevalence of red shales and other weakly consolidated “red beds” varying in 

sand, silt, and clay content. Marine and fresh water deposits formed these sediments, during the 

Permian period, which lasted from 290 to 248 million years ago. During the Permian, inland seas 

covered extensive portions of southern Oklahoma and Texas.  At the end of the Permian, the seas 

receded leaving behind extensive deposits of marine evaporates or salt, which created a gypsum-

laden strata underneath the earth.19 The ancient Permian geologic formations underlie the 

region’s historical relationship to oil and water.  

The North, Middle, and South fork of the Big Wichita River, perennial streams, become 

highly saline because of the soluble evaporates in the Permian redbeds.20 Due to the salts in the 

red earth drained by the Big Wichita River basin, the river contained high loads of dissolved 

solids, particularly sodium chloride that limited usefulness of water supplies for agricultural, 

industrial, and municipal uses.21 One specific geologic formation in the Permian beds, the Blaine 

                                                
18 Allen G. Winslow and L. R. Kister, Saline-Water Resources of Texas, Geological Survey water-supply paper, 
1365 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O., 1956) and  

  
19  J.O. Joerns, Investigations of Sources of Natural Pollution, Wichita River Basin Above Lake Kemp, Texas, 1951-
1957 (Austin, TX: Surface Water Branch, 1961) and Gene R. Wilde and Bailey Gaines, Identification of Refugia 
Habitat, Faunal Survey of Collection Areas, and Monitoring of Riparian and Stream Habitat and Biotic 
Communities in the Wichita River Basin, Texas (Weston Solutions, Inc. and U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Tulsa 
District. Department of Range, Wildlife, and Fisheries Management, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX, October 
26, 2006). Wilde and Gaines’s study is an unprocessed document at the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech 
University, Lubbock, TX. 
 
20 Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Reconnaissance in the Wichita River Drainage of North-Central Texas (Canyon, 
Tex: Archeological Research Laboratory, Killgore Research Center, West Texas State University, 1972), 2-34. 
 
21 Wilde and Gaines, Identification of Refugia Habitat; Joerns, Investigations of Sources of Natural Pollution; and 
Leo D. Lewis and Walter Woelber Dalquest, A Fisheries Survey of the Big Wichita River System and Its 
Impoundments (Austin, Texas: Texas Game and Fish Commission, 1957). 
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Gypsum, outcropped in a south-trending belt. The Blaine gypsum belt itself created a large 

source for saline waters.22  

Atop the red dirt of Permian origins, vegetation grows in bunch grasses, short grasses, 

scrubby brush oak and mesquites, as well as large oak, elm, cottonwood, mesquite, and pecan 

trees in stream valleys.23 On average the Big Wichita and Little Wichita River basins received 

twenty-four to twenty-eight inches of rainfall a year. With weather and climate erratic, the area 

experiences rapid changes in temperature with marked extremes, both daily and annual, and 

precipitation patterns indicate erratic rainfall.24 Drought-like conditions, hundred degree days, 

followed by sporadic days of drenching and damaging thunderstorms might occur in a regular 

season of weather. Thunderstorms on the Southern Plains produced brief intensive weather 

events, such as flash floods and tornadoes.25 Geologic history and climatologic data indicate the 

region ill suited for human habitation. Water resources certainly did not determine, but limited 

                                                
22 Winslow and Kister, Saline-Water Resources of Texas, 18-19. 

23 Texas A & M University System, Agricultural Resources Related to Water Development in Texas 
(College Station, Tex: Texas A & M University, Water Resources Institute, 1968); Morris E. Bloodworth, Some 
Principles and Practices in the Irrigation of Texas Soils (College Station: Texas Agricultural Experiment Station, 
1959), 27; Wichita Falls, Texas, 1963, Local Climatological Data with Comparative Data, Weather Bureau, U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Wichita Falls, Texas Vertical File, Center for American History, University of Texas at 
Austin, Austin, TX. Hereafter Center for American History cited as CAH. 

24 Annual rainfall averages made by the Texas Agricultural Experiment Station  range between 20” and 35” for the 
Upper Red River Basin from Randall County in the High Plains to Grayson County in the Cross Timbers. Annual 
average rainfall in Wichita, Baylor, Archer, and Wilbarger were 24” in the Wichita County irrigation districts. Of 31 
rainfall station locations on the High Plains and Rolling Plains the lowest annual precipitation ever recorded was 
about 12 or 13 inches, and in most cases it occurred in 1917. The highest annual precipitation was in the range of 49 
to 59 inches and at most locations occurred in 1941. The normal annual rainfall in Wichita Falls was around 26.2 
inches per year. John T. Carr, The Climate and Physiography of Texas (Austin: Texas Water Development Board, 
1967); Wichita Falls, Texas, 1963, Local Climatological Data with Comparative Data; Bloodworth, Some Principles 
and Practices in the Irrigation of Texas Soils, 6; Texas Technological College, Abstracts of Publications on West 
Texas Water Resources, 1967; and R. J. Hildreth and Gerald W. Thomas, Farming and Ranching Risk As Influenced 
by Rainfall 1: High and Rolling Plains of Texas (College Station, TX: Texas Agricultural Experiment Station, 
1956), 1-39.   

25 Charles J. Bicak, “The Rigors of Existence on the Great Plaines: The Role of Water,” in Water on the Great 
Plains: Issues and Policies, eds., Peter J. Longo and David W. Yoskowitz (Lubbock, TX: Texas Tech University 
Press, 2002), 3-15. 
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sizes of groups residing in or traveling across the Rolling Red Plains.26 For the same basic 

reasons—water quality and availability—the Gilded Age and Progressive Era developers 

struggled against nature instead of being part of nature. Planners solved the issue of water 

availability with dams and reservoirs, but failed to realize the quality issue—water quality that 

made irrigated crops produce reduced average crop yields at decreased values.27 

Application of foreign models to the Big Wichita River created problems. According to 

the Texas Agricultural Experiment Station, for example, eighteen to twenty-four inches of annual 

rainfall resulted in relatively high yields for most crops. But farmers in the upper Red River 

Basin found they could not depend on average annual rainfall. What mattered more were rainfall 

frequency distributions. Since thunderstorm activity caused precipitation to fall at high intensity 

rates, growers cared more about frequency distributions than average annual rainfall. They 

wanted to figure out a way to better control rainfall distributions.28  

While living through droughts, men and women would come up with extraordinary ideas 

to break a drought and get water to the city, such as the party of men that shot eight hundred 

dollars worth of dynamite in 1912 to try and bring rain to Wichita Falls.29 J.A. Kemp and J.S. 

Bridwell, a “newcomer, who was destined to continue the leadership initially exercised by 

Kemp,” raised funds by public subscription, and purchased 6,000 pounds of dynamite. They 

                                                
26 Gerald Meek Etchieson, Roberta D. Speer, and Jack T. Hughes, Archeological Investigations in the Crowell 
Reservoir Area, Cottle, Foard, King, and Knox Counties, Texas (Canyon, TX: West Texas State University Kilgore 
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detonated it over intervals during the day in an attempt to spur the sky into action.30 No rain 

came from the venture, but such subscriptions and community efforts were common when trying 

to bring water to the north Texas. Normally, during dry spells the Wichita Valley Railroad 

brought drinking water into Wichita Falls from Seymour, Texas located on the upper Brazos 

River. People sold water by the glass to ready paying customers near the rail station.31  

Droughts and floods always loomed and it was such conditions that spurred a local want 

for water reclamation and flood control. Average rainfalls did not and could not determine high 

yields, and reclamation and irrigation for many like Kemp and Bridwell served as the answer to 

remedy their “aridity problem.” The Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce wrote to Texas 

Governor William P. Hobby in 1918, that their region needed “immediate relief for the drought 

region of Texas.” Their solutions included the constitutional amendment that allowed bonds for 

the purpose of aiding farmers and stock raisers of the drought stricken region. They believed 

northwest Texas restricted development during the Great War and did its duty for war purposes. 

Now the region needed direct immediate relief from the state government.32 Bonds funded the 

building of the reclamation projects and beyond the politicking mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the environmental realities played out on the ground.  

Choosing surface irrigation as the method of irrigation emerged as an early 

environmental problem. Three general methods of irrigation existed to apply water to the land: 

surface irrigation, sprinkler irrigation, and subirrigation.33 Morris Bloodworth of the Texas 
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Agricultural Experiment Station reported in Some Principles and Practices in the Irrigation of 

Texas Soils that the most common method of water distribution was the “open ditch” method of 

surface irrigation. This type of water conveyance, temporary in nature, was found to be 

“economical” because it lowered cost of construction. But often it resulted “in large seepage 

losses.” These losses caused water-logged areas and/or salinity problems and almost always 

contributed to a difficult weed control problems. Bloodworth recommended concrete lining to 

prevent seepage losses and to give better control over irrigation water, but such concreting 

negated “open ditch” methods as a more economical approach.34 Most of the lateral ditches in 

Wichita County, besides the primary canals, were open ditches. The system functioned as 

“flood” irrigation, running over the surface of the earth, rather than through pipes as the “drip” or 

“spray” irrigation of the High Plains. Hard rains and floods often damaged the lateral ditches. 

WCWID, more than once, considered flood damage to the drainage ditches, bridges, and 

structures and even seepage from concrete canals.35  

Certainly, Wichita County water users knew poor drainage caused problems for irrigation 

and municipal water supply systems. The Lake Wichita Irrigation project on Holliday Creek 

experienced drainage issues with much better quality water. For example in 1918, officers at the 

army air base, Call Field, asked the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce that something be done 

to prevent stagnation of drainage waters in Holiday Creek for health purposes.36 Such complaints 

about drainage from officers and citizens, including complaints about cows in the municipal 
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water supply, continued through the 1920s.37 In the mid-1920s, however, with the opening of the 

Big Wichita River project, regional drainage issues became more acute and problematic. 

According to the president of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce “the situation required 

thoughtful and careful consideration at once.”38 

In 1924 the county water board decided to allow Big Wichita waters to be used on 

acreage once irrigated by the better-quality Holliday Creek waters. WCWID decided water be 

delivered immediately to irrigators located on the Lake Wichita system.39 Shortly thereafter in 

1926, J. Solon Downing appeared before the water district board regarding the seepage condition 

on his property located below the city aqueduct that ran from Lake Wichita to the city pumping 

plant. He complained that seepage developing on his land was making it impossible for him to 

mature crops.40 For the most part, the water district ignored the early drainage and seepage 

complaints. The board informed Downing and other irrigators near the old project “that the 

District did not assume any responsibility for the seepage condition in the vicinity.”41  

In 1926 the Wichita Falls City Council chose Dr. T.U. Taylor, Dean of the Engineering 

Department of the University of Texas, to make a survey and report on water problems. Taylor’s 

report called for a bond election to fix drainage problems.42 Ultimately the Wichita Falls 

Chamber of Commerce decided not to back the municipal bond election that Taylor proposed to 

fix the drainage problems. Taylor’s drainage recommendations went unheeded, because people 
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wanted more time for further investigations. The water district and chamber of commerce stalled 

in the decision-making process to improve the drainage situation.43  

Delay caused the drainage issue to become even more problematic and economically 

poignant by the end of the 1920s. In 1928, R.W. Windham, of Wichita Falls, Texas, appeared 

before the Board, regarding the matter of seepage on his property. He asked for “crop damage in 

the sum of $500.00, which payment was refused” by the district.44 The district again denied 

claim on October 7, 1929 to Windham’s attorney E.F. Fruechte.45 The district feared that if they 

made payment on a claim it would open the floodgate to such claims and financially ruin the 

district.  

Regardless, claims against the district mounted. In Margaret Morgan’s 1930s interview 

with irrigation district attorney A.H. Britain, Britain admitted, “Farmers have brought suits 

claiming that their lands had become water-logged. The district, however, has never had to pay a 

cent for damages of any kind as it has always been proved that carelessness and inexperience 

with water application were the reasons for this water-logging.”46 The district set up a committee 

to deal with letters on drainage conditions, a committee consisting of J.A. Kemp, president of 

District No. 1, C.H. Clark, president of District No.2, and Judge A.H. Britain, attorney for both 

districts.47 Thus Kemp had some idea of the real environmental problems the district faced 

before his death.  
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Newspapers downplayed problems with irrigation works on the Big Wichita River. Local 

Wichita Falls newspaper owner Rhea Howard, a proponent of irrigation and member of the water 

improvement board of directors, anxiously anticipated “extensive development in coming years” 

in an article entitled “Irrigation and Irrigation System One of City’s Great Achievements: Low 

Water Charges, Fertile Land and Steady Development Point to Future Wichita Valley 

Prosperity.”48 Water commissioners and board members merged civic duties with personal 

business enterprise. This type of oligarchic decision making allowed markets to expand and land 

values to increase. It provided established “city fathers” a harvest of profits from economic 

expansion. And even when the Dallas Morning News reported in 1925 that “the only doubt 

expressed by experts about the success of the Lake Kemp project was the quality of the water . . . 

containing gypsum” still area newspapers continued to laud Kemp and his project.49  

In a 1930 Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce report, the problems with drainage as it 

related to the irrigation project became clearer. Ecological factors had economic ramifications. In 

order to improve community business “the drainage problems of the Wichita Country Water 

Improvement Districts” needed “prompt action.” Poorly drained lands meant that the 

colonization and settlement of lands could not be carried out. Farmers could not be encouraged 

to own farms.50 The only person benefiting from the irrigation project in the 1930s seemed to be 
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A.H. Britain, attorney for the irrigation districts, who made a tremendous amount of money from 

litigation proceedings.51  

Litigation came to a head in a suit filed in the District Court of Wichita County, Texas, 

styled Mrs. J.M. McGrath vs. Wichita County Water Improvement District No. One (No. 21501-

B). The case asserted that water from the districts’ canals adjacent to and near McGrath’s farm 

escaped from and seeped into and upon her land so as to “materially damage” the land.52 The 

water districts authorized manager G.A. Remington and attorney A.H. Britain to settle the case 

out of court and “to try to agree on a price with Mrs. McGrath” for the settlement.53  

By 1931 the water districts could no longer ignore drainage issues and keep it from the 

courtroom.54 The district scheduled community meetings at local schools to discuss the problems 

and possible solutions. The board of directors decided that a drainage engineer be employed.55 

The board accepted F.P. Brown, drainage engineer from El Paso, Texas. Once hired Brown 

proceeded with an investigation of lands with seepage problems.56 The district employed Brown 

to take charge of all seepage investigations, seepage losses from the canal system, and the 

necessary construction work to drain the water logged lands and prevent any seepage losses that 

may be found, at a salary of $400.00 per month.  
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Investigations led to a preliminary report and a general plan for drainage relief with 

estimates of construction costs. The district also authorized the drainage engineer to make field 

investigations in connection with the lawsuit claims for damage because of seepage. The 

drainage engineer investigated complaints regarding seepage conditions, visiting the locality, and 

going over conditions on the ground with the claimant.57 F.P. Brown presented his first report to 

a joint meeting of the Board of Directors of District Numbers One and Two on October 30, 1929. 

After the presentation, the board agreed that Brown should organize the necessary drainage 

districts to carry out the construction work. Costs such as drainage engineers, engineering 

reports, drainage constructions, and organization of drainage districts, had been unforeseen parts 

of the increasingly complicated irrigation project.58  

Indeed developers found the cost of drainage quite expensive. When C.M. Crowell, 

president of the Board of Directors of Wichita County Drainage District No. 2, appeared before 

the Water District Board, regarding the matter of beginning drainage construction, he estimated 

the cost of the work to be $58,816.00 for just a small portion of the irrigated acreage lying 

between the city and Lake Wichita. Wichita County Water Improvement District No. 1 and 

Drainage District No. 2 were going to have to bear an equal share in paying for the drainage 

improvements.59  

The price of drainage works led many to consider raising taxes on the already expensive 

irrigated lands. Some members of the water district expressed the opinion that if the district was 
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to assume responsibility for drainage within its boundaries then some arrangement should be 

made for those lands receiving the direct benefit to pay a larger proportion of the cost. That 

meant landowners paid even higher taxes than the present assessed valuation on their property.60 

Financing drainage operations worried the board. Many believed the only solution to the matter 

was to pass on the burden to the taxpayers. Water board members argued the cost should “be 

borne by the lands directly benefited.”61  

After the drainage report had been submitted, the districts called a mass meeting to 

discuss the water logged condition of the district lands and the drainage of the lands.62 The 

gathered farmers, bureaucrats, and scientists established drainage improvement as necessary and 

to be made immediately. They found to make such improvements would cost $430,000, on the 

basis of $10.00 per acre for 43,000 acres of irrigable land within the district. The water district, 

however, did not have the funds necessary to make the drainage improvements. They planned to 

raise the funds by the issuance of $430,000 in new bonds. Taxes would be levied upon the 

uniform assessment of benefits of $10.00 per acre upon all irrigable lands and thirty cents upon 

each acres of non-irrigable land within the district. 

Many agreed at the meeting that the bond election was necessary to relieve the land, the 

high water table, seepage, and the water logged condition, and to keep unaffected lands in the 

water district from being affected, injured or damaged by saline waters. Overall the water district 

deemed the improvements necessary and to be made immediately so that certain lands might be 

saved.63 Despite enthusiasm from farmers, developers, and water district, the citizenry could not 
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be motivated to vote for higher taxes for better drainage. Voters declared the bonds to be 

unfavorable. Only 45 voted yes to authorize the bonds, while 55 voted no.64 Local taxpayers 

could not be so easily swayed by the developers anymore, especially as times were getting 

harder. 

 Plans to develop the water resources of the Big Wichita Valley slowly began to fall apart. 

The district could not raise funds to relieve the drainage situation while the colonization program 

faced serious problems. In 1932, the Wichita Valley Development Center Association appeared 

before the water districts asking for cooperation in the colonization of the valley. The proposed 

plan provided that the water district pay the salary of a colonization agent employed by the 

development association. The district, short on funds made no decision. The water district fielded 

many such requests for help and cooperation from like-minded committees and associations, but 

WCWID numbers one and two found it difficult to muster the actual funds.65  

B.B. Greaver, chairman of the Wichita Valley Development Association, often lobbied 

the water district on behalf of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce Drainage Committee. 

Greaver would stress the emergency that existed in the underground and surface drainage of a 

great portion of the land in the water districts and called the “condition … a serious deterrent to 

the development of our Irrigated Valley and the prosperity of our community.” He recommended 

districts one and two proceed as soon as possible with construction of a drainage system 

throughout the valley. He made recommendations in the earnest belief that in no other way was it 

possible to conserve the assets of the irrigated valley.66 
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The expenses of the drainage endeavor grew. The district would need drag lines and other 

machinery to make the changes.67 And at the same time the public outcry also grew. Farmers and 

landowners presented petitions to the water district. One petition asked that the district construct 

some type of deep drainage to relieve the waterlogged condition without any additional tax levy. 

Commissioners Orville Bullington and Rhea Howard voted that the petition not be considered 

because of the lack of necessary funds.68 By 1932 water resource developers realized there was 

not enough money to complete the drainage project and there was a serious need to refinance the 

bond debt.69  

The water district found collecting taxes on waterlogged lands in bad times difficult. 

Delinquent taxes had been a problem since the districts were created. Due to the poorly drained 

lands the farmers produced little in the way of profits, or revenue to pay the taxes. In 1926 the 

water districts made surveys of the lands assessing irrigable, non-irrigable, and high land areas of 

each tract of land.70 And ever since the surveys, property owners questioned the validity of the 

surveys. For example, Judge P.B. Cox of the firm of Cox & Fulton, Attorneys-at-Law, 

representing D.G. Jackson of Abstract 258 in the W.H. Spillers Survey, appeared before the 

water district board, regarding delinquent taxes, and complained about the classification of 

property taxed for irrigation purposes. Judge Cox argued the tax assessments incorrect and that 

more of the land was classified on the records of the district as irrigable than should be properly 

accessed. The district sent complaints about taxation to the general manager or the water district 

attorney. Depending on the person and their legal representation the matter would be referred to 
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the district manager G.A. Remington for adjustment or to the attorney for the district A.H. 

Britain for litigation.71   

A local solution to the drainage problem seemed increasingly elusive. And only a relative 

few continued to stress a local solution. At a business council meeting of the Chamber of 

Commerce some argued “permanent progress depended on settling … problems by community 

efforts, rather than out of Washington.” But local leaders started to look more and more towards 

Washington, D.C., and President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal for assistance.72 The district 

unanimously voted that a letter be written to Julian Montgomery, acting state engineer for the 

Public Works Administration (PWA), endorsing the application of Irrigation District No. 2 for 

drainage funds. And the Chamber of Commerce promised to do all that it could to assist in 

securing approval of the PWA application made by the Water Improvement District to take care 

of drainage in the Big Wichita Valley.73 The developers and water users of the valley effectively 

looked to the New Deal to help solve their drainage problems.  

 The district applied for both state and federal level programs. Remington, general 

manager of the district applied to the Texas Rehabilitation and Relief Commission for labor to be 

used in cleaning ditches.74 On the federal level, the water district closely watched the progress of 

the Glen Smith Bill. The Wichita County water districts, along with other area water districts, 

attempted to secure passage of the bill. The bill offered relief to water improvement districts in 

times of financial distress. The WCWID got the support of the Wichita Falls Chamber of 

Commerce, the Valley Development Association and House Representative Guinn William, who 
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all promised to solicit further support and lobby for the passing of the measure.75 Such 

application for state and federal aid became commonplace in the 1930s.  

The bond debt and the interrelated delinquent taxes riddled the district. In 1933 A.H. 

Britain applied for a loan of $580,000 from the Reconstruction Finance Corporation and had it 

approved in full.76 As a result A.H. Britain, the high-paid attorney, worked with Washington, 

D.C., to refinance the outstanding bonds. The federal mandates called for liquidation of 

delinquent tax rolls and refinancing the debt. Taxpayers had lands reappraised and the water 

district moved many acres from irrigable to the non-irrigable category. Such re-categorization 

saved farmers straddled with tax debts, but also ate away at the districts budgets and their ability 

to pay back the bonds. Yet the refinancing of the debt saved the district from financial ruin.77  

The financial relief came in the official form of the Levee, Irrigation, and Drainage 

Division of the Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC) pursuant to the provisions of the 

Emergency Farm Mortgage Act of 1933.78 When the water districts received the RFC loan to 

enable it to reduce and refinance an outstanding debt, the federal government made an appraisal 

of the land and determined the project “economically sound.” Paradoxically, the Wichita County 

water districts depended on the federal government for aid in maintaining the financial integrity 

of the project. The district needed not only money and refinancing; it needed work on the 

irrigation and drainage system itself. Inadequate drainage threatened to ruin the land. In 1935 the 
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local districts applied for a loan from the Public Works Administration to do drainage work.79 It 

aided in financing the much-needed deep drainage system.80 The federal government got 

involved on more levels in local socio-economic and environmental affairs.  

With the new influx of aid from the U.S. government there came more federal 

government involvement and oversight.81 For example, Mr. Keenan, Chief of the RFC requested 

that in accordance with the contract agreement between the Wichita County water districts and 

RFC that the water rate per acre for 1937 be levied large enough to create a reserve fund of 

twenty percent. The government had felt obligated to involve itself in the question of local 

taxation and operating measures. New Deal policies literally filtered down to the local 

governments from the top. Certainly the federal government now exerted more control.82 By 

1939 the United States acquired and was still “acquiring real property for…a rural rehabilitation 

project…for resettlement purposes” in the irrigated valley.83 Such a federal project fit well within 

the local vision to colonize the valley with agrarian settlers. 

Bureaucracies and workforces grew during the New Deal period to handle concerns and 

interests of the irrigation and water district, and especially with the drainage effort. People 

associated with the project included federal and state bureaucrats, local water board 

commissioners, drainage engineers, ditch tenders, attorneys, a superintendent, an auditor, two tax 

collectors, a stenographer, a Diversion Lake caretaker, a Lake Kemp caretaker, a deputy 
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assessor, blacksmiths, truck drivers, foremen, teamsters, laborers, and team camp watchmen.84 

The growing groups of officials built the needed drainage ditches and finally with the New Deal 

aid a well-funded effort relieved “the bad situation that has arisen on these lands in the way of 

seepage.”85  

Interestingly, investigating in the neighboring Brazos River Valley, Historian Kenneth 

Hendrickson found that Brazos River development depended on the Public Works 

Administration and the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, which helped to complete the first 

dam on the Brazos River in 1941. The Lower Colorado River Authority, Guadalupe-Blanco 

River Authority, and the Brazos River Conservation and Reclamation District all required federal 

aid to complete their projects. Texas river valley development depended on funding from the 

federal government to carry out the larger dam and irrigation projects.86 With federal aid the 

drainage problem alleviated some of the Big Wichita developer’s concerns.  

But water quality, soils, and drainage issues interrelated and emerged again to further 

complicate concerns for development in the Big Wichita River Valley. Soil conservation 

garnered special attention in the New Deal era, whereas water quality still loomed as a future 

issue. Water quality played an important role with drainage and soils, but it was not well 

understood until later. Farmers’ knowledge of soils, however, derived from local first-hand 

experience. Eventually, county soil surveys aided their experience and knowledge. The first area 

soil survey bulletins arrived in July 1924 and contained detailed descriptions of each soil found 
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in the valley, and advice as to what each soil would best produce.87 Throughout the 1920 farmers 

on the Big Wichita understood some soils were better than other soils for growing certain crops, 

but not all farmers grasped the importance of soil conservation or the affects of saline waters on 

different soil types. 

Soil erosion caused major socio-economic problems through the late 1920s and 1930s. In 

1935 Congress passed the Soil Conservation Act, establishing the Soil Conservation Service 

under the leadership of Hugh Bennett.88  In the 1930s Bennett warned “with astonishing 

improvidence, Americans . . . plundered the resource that made it possible to realize their dream . 

. . they have exploited and abused this soil . . . and our vital land supply has been steadily sapped 

by the heavy drain of soil erosion."89 In the Big Wichita Valley, as in much of the Southern 

Plains, water users drained much of the good topsoil. The Southern Plains, thrown open to 

extensive agricultural settlement at various intervals during the past fifty years, now showed, 

according to Bennett, “the most outstanding example of rapid land decline on a wide scale to be 

found in the annals of human history."90  

To combat the soil erosion situation both federal bureaucrats and local individuals came 

up with plans. Local community leader J.S. Bridwell led an effort to stop soil erosion through 

personal example and cash rewards for others. Bridwell illustrates the relationship between 

industry and agriculture as an oilman, rancher, and water district board member. He extracted 

petroleum from the soil and grazed livestock atop its grasses. Bridwell literally made his living 
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from the soil and wanted to return some of that wealth to the soil by what he called 

“conscientious conservation and reclamation.”91 Bridwell voted like J.A. Kemp, as a 

conservative Democrat, and in the 1932 presidential election, he strongly favored Franklin D. 

Roosevelt. Later Bridwell claimed he was alienated by the “liberal trend” of the New Deal and 

opposed the subsequent candidacies of Roosevelt. Bridwell called himself a “Republicrat.”92 He 

believed the federal government geared programs towards the convenience of the farmer and not 

at actual conservation. 

The actual federal programs, however, as administered by bureaucrats like R. K. Wolf, of 

the Shelterbelt Project, provided wage money for farmers suffering from drouth. They also 

planted trees where trees would grow. The trees provided protection from wind and prevented 

soil erosion. In 1935 the federal government planted a strip of trees approximately one mile in 

length and ten rods in width (1 rod equals 16.5 feet—ten rods equals 165 feet) to protect against 

soil erosion in Wichita County.93 Whether conservative or liberal, Republican or Democrat, 

locally or federally, soil conservation became an acknowledged economic benefit by the 1930s. 

 But in terms of conservation, Bridwell and soil conservation advocates went a step 

further than what previous developers had done during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era. The 

Depression and World War II-era water resource developers symbolized a new generation of up-

builders, much like the older generation, but with certain lessons learned. As a transitional figure 

between the previous era and the modern era, Bridwell had learned each generation wanted to 

expand resources, but needed to expand “sparingly and wisely and with due regard for the future 
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inheritors.” Soil for Bridwell was a natural resource, just as oil was. Both needed to be conserved 

so that the most efficient uses of the resources could be made in the future. Bridwell spent time 

in Austin and Washington, D.C., lobbying for legislative controls to “curb irresponsible and 

wasteful depletion” of oils resources.94 Drilling made Bridwell conscientious about oil reserves 

in the same way ranching made him a soil conservationist. He wanted fertile grasslands for his 

herds, grasslands without mesquite invaders, denuded hillsides, or eroded topsoil, especially for 

his ranches and prized bulls. His investments depended on good grasses and soils, especially his 

River Ranch on 20,200 acres in Archer and Clay Counties near Scotland, Texas in the Little 

Wichita River basin.  

Bridwell put his money where his mouth was, proving on his own property that soil 

building methods and soil conservation were feasible and even “paid dividends in increased 

yields.” For the community, Bridwell proposed, developed, and carried out through the Wichita 

Falls Chamber of Commerce the Soil Builders Awards Program. Bridwell oriented the program 

toward the encouragement of the use of soil building legumes.95 The program initiated in 1949 

encouraged farmers to conserve and rebuild soil and water resources. It demonstrated the great 

soil building properties of leguminous plants (plants bearing beans or pods).96 Bridwell offered 

cash rewards for outstanding conservation practices in Wichita, Archer, and Clay counties and 

administered funds through the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce. County agricultural agents 

assisted in determining the awards. B.T. Haws, agricultural agent for Wichita County, claimed 

wheat production increased in Wichita County because of programs like the Soil Builders 

Awards, which overall had created better soil conditions. Over seventeen years Bridwell donated 
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$100,000 to farmers in the area through the awards. 97 Emphasis on soil conservation steadily 

increased fertility on croplands and rangelands.98 

Developers faced a more complicated and less tangible issue, however, with water 

quality. In 1938, engineer O.N. Floyd of Dallas, Texas reported that the spillway at the Lake 

Kemp Dam was built by “force-account or the cost-plus method.” This method of construction 

kept the cost as low as possible. Construction crews mixed together local sand, gravel, and river 

water for concrete, all of which were poor quality materials. Later the University of Texas tested 

the use of alkali water in making concrete. The tests indicated saline water use “very 

unsatisfactory” when mixing concrete.99 Water quality threatened the project on structural, 

ecological, and economic levels. 

Waters in the upper reaches of the Red, Brazos, and Colorado Rivers and their tributaries 

range from slightly to very saline. The Big Wichita River happens to be one of those tributaries 

in the upper Red River basin that was extremely saline. The federal government considered 

water containing 3,000 parts per million (ppm) of dissolved solids or less generally satisfactory 

for irrigation. But success depended on other factors relating to the soil and crop growth.100  The 

Big Wichita’s waters, ranged from 1,000 ppm to 2,000 ppm, and broke into the 3,000 ppm-marks 

at various points along the river basin, depending on flow. The naturally occurring brines in the 

Big Wichita’s water were sodium chloride with high sulfate concentrations that reflected the 
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Permian and oceanic origins.101 The largest amounts of dissolved chlorides entered the Wichita 

River from springs and seeps along the South Wichita River. Six major salt springs run from 

cavernous openings in the gypsum cliffs on the north bank. The springs here flowed at a rate of 

about two cubic feet per second and produced about 195 tons of chloride per day. The large 

dissolved solids and chlorides emanating from the springs caused humans to shy from the taste 

of the water since the earliest human interactions in the valley.  

 The early developers of the Big Wichita River Valley convinced people in the valley that 

capturing water behind dams would dilute the salt water enough for the water to be filtered and 

used for drinking water. When water flowed at higher rates, the salty water became diluted 

enough to be less noticeable. At low flows and high rates of evaporation, however, the water 

becomes more saline. During hotter and drier months, when the water was most-needed, it 

reached its highest salinity levels.102 

It was true impounding floodwaters on these rivers and their subsequent release during 

periods of low flow generally improved chemical quality of the water in the lower reaches, since 

the water could be better regulated.103 John P. Ruhman, director for the City of Wichita Falls 

Utilities illustrated this point in a letter to the water district in the 1950s. He wrote that from time 

to time the City of Wichita Falls required water from the Lake Diversion water supply. Ruhman 

requested efforts be made not to increase the total solid and chlorides of Lake Diversion by 

adding Lake Kemp water unless Lake Diversion evaporates to such a point where further control 
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was worthless. He argued that the Lake Diversion supply was considerably better than Lake 

Kemp “because the water shed of Lake Diversion does not contain the alkalinity and salinity 

beds that the Lake Kemp watershed does.”104 Despite the ability to better regulate the flow, the 

impounded waters at Lake Kemp and Diversion Lake retained high salinity contents. And both 

reservoirs ultimately failed public health standards as municipal drinking water supplies.105 

The reservoirs failed as domestic and industrial water supplies too. The corrosive action 

of the water damaged agricultural equipment, industrial and municipal water-treatment facilities, 

piping systems, and water heaters and other household appliances.106 Owners of public laundry 

mats reported that the water not only harmed their machines, but also decomposed the fabric of 

their patrons’ clothes. Gardeners in the Big Wichita valley claimed the water from Lake Kemp 

unfit for growing gardens or greenhouse plants. Even beauticians complained about the 

damaging effects on hair.107 

  Still many people persisted in using the water, including farmers, city developers, and 

experimental stations. In the Progressive Era spirit Ohioan Louis Bromfield, an agriculturalist 

and author started a Malabar Farm in Wichita County.108  And although no significant use of this 
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water for municipal or industrial supply was possible highly salt-tolerant crops, such as alfalfa 

did fairly well under the saline irrigation.109 Alfalfa required more water than most crops because 

of its rapid, heavy growth and number of cuttings. The irrigation farmers found out that as long 

as the alfalfa’s root zone drained adequately, irrigation water containing appreciable salt could be 

used without killing the crop.110 Bromfield’s farm started growing alfalfa, and increased their 

water usage applying more saline water than formerly used. The water district constructed 

additional canals and lateral ditches to adequately supply the Bromfield farm.111 State 

agricultural experimental stations and Malabar Farm participated in redevelopment of 40,000 

irrigated acres and expansion of dairy farming into the area. The experimental farms also found 

Bermuda grass did well under the irrigation system.112 The salt-tolerant Bermuda required 36 

inches of saline water every year. The water districts shipped Bermuda grass into Wichita 

County from Tifton, Georgia. The invasive immigrant grass species affected regional lawns as it 

spread beyond the irrigation farms. 

Common crops, however, such as cotton and sorghum that only need about 14 inches of 

rain, produced lower yields due to the heavy salt content.113 As irrigation farmers applied water, 
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evaporation caused the loss of the water, and any salt in the water remained on the soil. Over 

time, the salts accumulated and caused a number of problems for regular crops. To accommodate 

the salt-tolerant crops, the farmers still needed to practice irrigation leaching to avoid buildup of 

salts in the soil. Leaching meant irrigation farmers applied more water than otherwise necessary. 

The excess water kept salts in solution and drained them below the root zone. The excess amount 

of water became known as the “leaching fraction.” Rainfall contributed to leaching and farmers 

considered rainfall when estimating the leaching fraction of water.114 

Livestock fared better with the poor water quality than did crops or humans. Experiments 

indicated that livestock tolerated a relatively high amount of dissolved solids, as much as 10,000 

ppm.115 Ranchers watered livestock directly from irrigation canals until the water district ordered 

ranchers to construct tanks or stock ponds in the 1950s. The water district ordered ranchers to fill 

stock tanks and keep their livestock from the canals.116 Large acreages turned from alfalfa and 

vegetables to feed, forage, and pastures through the 1950s and 1960s.117 (See Table 1) 

Table 1. Irrigated Acreage of the Wichita County Irrigation and Water Improvement 
Districts, by Type of Crops in 1958 and 1964 

Crop 1958 Acres Irrigated 
with Surface Water 

1964 Acres Irrigated 
with Surface Water 

Alfalfa 1,546 527 
Sweet Corn 39 11 
Cotton 904 1,686 
Oats and Barley 781 687 
Orchards 
(Deciduous) 

0 6 
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Pastures 3,774 8,175 
Forage Sorghum 2,090 2,513 
Grain Sorghum 54 1,500 
Vegetables 50 19 
Wheat 376 998 
Other Crops 1,176 1,885 
Total Crops 10,790 18,007 

 

Unfortunately, for humans, the water that ran through this extensive reservoir and 

irrigation system had a hardness count (measure of mineral content) of fifty-five grains per 

gallon and an average salt content of 1,240 parts per million. The water, because of its high 

mineral content, proved only a partial success for irrigation and an unsatisfactory city water 

supply.118 World War II and the post-war era changed the region, but the underlying problems 

remained the same. The war brought federal money, in the form of air force bases and 

reclamation projects. Many believed that increased federal aid would also help solve water 

quality problems. 

World War II momentarily shifted focus from financial and environmental problems to 

issues of security. At the onset of World War II new concerns arose for the district, including the 

placement of armed guards at both Lake Kemp and Lake Diversion dams to forestall attempts at 

sabotage.119 Plus the water district took out an insurance policy in 1942 to further safeguard 

against sabotage.120 Work with the RFC temporarily slowed and then sputtered out when the war 

began. U.S. Congressman Ed Gossett arranged meetings just to keep in touch with RFC 

directors.121  
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Regardless of security concerns, human manipulation of the Big Wichita River by the 

1940s dramatically affected the environment. Ill-advised water application on croplands over the 

last twenty years by inexperienced irrigation farmers ruined many lands. Water on the irrigated 

farms still did not drain and escape satisfactorily. In many locations, the water table rose rapidly, 

bringing excessive concentrations of minerals to or near the surface. Water impounded in various 

sub-surface low spots, and robbed the topsoil of its capacity for supporting healthy vegetation. 

Salt cedars thrived in such conditions and took over some large tracts.122 Cedar created a “serious 

channel-choking problem” along the upper reaches of the Red River, especially on the Big 

Wichita River. A survey made by the Soil Conservation Service indicated 148,000 acres of salt 

cedar infestation in the Red River basin, which caused a waste of over 50,000 acre-feet of water 

per year. Salted soils allowed the salt cedar to thrive.123 

Politically, the war presented area developers new, but different chances to attain federal 

aid. Federal development in the American West and specifically in northwest Texas expanded 

throughout World War II and the post WWII era. The decision to build Sheppard Air Force Base 

in Wichita County significantly augmented the population of Wichita Falls, Texas.124 Flat 

pastureland just north of Wichita Falls attracted Major General Rush B. Lincoln, commander of 
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the United States Army Air Corps Technical Training Schools, to the area. The topography had 

attracted training airmen since the First World War.125 

 Rancher J. S. Bridwell sold 300 acres of his cattle ranch to the federal government for 

one dollar. Bridwell’s offer sealed the deal with Major General Lincoln and brought the World 

War II training facility to Wichita County. Construction began June 12, 1941 and was completed 

October 17. The government named the training facility Sheppard Field, in honor of Texas 

senator John Morris Sheppard. At war’s end, in 1945 the base reached peak strength of 46,304, 

making it the largest concentration of American air corps troops in the world.126 Later Sheppard 

Air Force became a NATO air training facility. By the 1940s, the city of Wichita Falls with all of 

its outliers served as a metropolitan hub, especially for the people of Sheppard Air Force Base, 

southern Oklahoma, and northwest Texas.127 In 1940 the population of Wichita Falls was 45,112. 

By 1964 Wichita Falls grew to 107,000.128 

With such population increases in the county came higher demands on the municipal 

water supply, and water rights became pertinent political issues and in some cases linked to 

national security. Not only did Wichita Falls citizens complain about being forced to drink from 

turbid and briny irrigation lakes, but also the airmen made complaints about local water quality 

to military officials. Sheppard Air Force Base, before construction, extracted promises from the 

city of Wichita Falls, that the city would supply “essential support items” to the base, including: 
                                                
125 Call Field, Kell Field, and Staley Field all precluded Shepperd Air Force Base. Norman Bayne Cranford, “The 
History of Sheppard Air Force Base,” MA Thesis, Midwestern State University, Wichita Falls, Texas, January 1965, 
1-8. 

  
126 Louise Kelly, Wichita County Beginnings (Burnet, Texas: Eakin Press, 1982); Sheppard Senator, September 8, 
1981, Vertical Files, CAH; and Wichita Falls Times, May 15, 1957; Cranford, “The History of Sheppard Air Force 
Base,” 6-7. 

 
 
127 William T. Chambers, “Shopping Areas of the Near Southwest,” Economic Geography 17:2 (April 1941), 126. 
 
128 Cranford, “The History of Sheppard Air Force Base,” 96. 
 



 395 

water, electricity, and gas. Sheppard had become a behemoth, supporting thousands of family 

quarters, eighteen hole golf course, swimming pools, bowling alleys, and miles of paved 

airfields. Military bases, oil producers, irrigation farmers, and cattle ranchers all made increasing 

demands on local water resources. Since July 1923 concerns had mounted over the lack of water 

in Lake Wichita. During times of drought, city engineers pumped water from Lake Diversion to 

Wichita Falls to quench its thirst. But Wichita Falls used the water only in the direst cases for 

drinking water. The Big Wichita water tasted unbearable and ran below public health 

standards.129  

As a result the city seriously restricted water usage from Lake Wichita, guarding access 

to the better quality water. During a drought the water supply in Lake Wichita got so low the city 

cut off the water for irrigation from Lake Wichita to the Lake Wichita irrigators and instead 

turned in Lake Kemp water. According to irrigation farmers the Lake Kemp water “was so much 

salt and mineral content that it ruined the land and killed the produce.” The farmers sued the city 

“because the truck growers were supposed to have permanent water rights to Lake Wichita.”130 

Mayor W.E. Fitzgerald testified in the case brought against the city by farmers, arguing that 

under no circumstances could the city furnish landowners water for irrigation from Lake Wichita 

because the supply was not sufficient for the city of Wichita Falls, the Sheppard air field, and 

irrigation all at the same time. Despite the mayor’s testimony, the judge ruled in favor of the 

farmers. The judge determined the farmers had prior appropriation rights to the Lake Wichita 
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water. Wichita Falls, like Los Angeles and Phoenix, had become an object lesson in the dangers 

and unintended consequences of developing the arid southwest. 

Local civic leaders found the lack of good-quality water as an obvious problem. Good 

water was scarce and a dammed creek and the Big Wichita’s salty irrigation water could no 

longer sustain a modernizing society.131 Local businessmen viewed the municipal water problem 

as a fundamental handicap to growth and the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce clamored for 

a “practical and speedy solution.”132 But the solutions came slow and over many decades.  

Furthermore, Lakes Kemp and Diversion on the Big Wichita River had failed to produce 

enough electricity for townspeople as well. Under the Mississippi River Control Act of May 15, 

1928, the federal government made a survey of the Red River and its tributaries “with a view of 

improvement for navigation in combination with flood control, power development and 

irrigation.”133 Plans for hydroelectric plants on Lakes Kemp and Diversion never came to 

fruition; eventually engineers admitted the salty water would ruin generating plants. In 1928 

engineers prepared reports on the development of hydroelectric power. Interestingly engineers 

ignored unfavorable water samples, pointing out, instead favorable water samples taken during 

high water stages. Despite salinity issues, engineers, at first recommended the building of 
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hydroelectric power plants.134  The power plant issue even perplexed county historian Louise 

Kelly who wrote Kemp and local leaders “had surveyors and engineers to consult [and] 

mysteriously, none of them recognize the gypsum and salt from the watershed.”135 The Big 

Wichita River proved inadequate to meet the power or water needs of a growing Southern Plains 

city. 

 With population pressures in mind the water district board authorized attorney A.H. 

Britain and Mayor W.B. Hamilton to go to Washington, D.C., to seek aid. The two local leaders 

presented a plan and program for placing Lakes Kemp and Diversion under the federal flood 

control system. In this way the water district wanted to obtain federal aid to refurbish their water 

system.136 Aid appeared imminent, but the battle for funding turned into an uphill struggle. And 

after the trip to Washington, D.C., R.W. Knight, manager of the Wichita Falls Chamber of 

Commerce, regretfully reported back to Wichita Falls on the efforts in Washington. Knight 

stated that after interviews with “various and sundry parties in Washington” the water district 

found out the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers “were likely to give an adverse report” on the Big 

Wichita River Project. The federal engineers alleged no precedent for including Big Wichita 

River improvements into the federal flood control plan. Knight recommended that the two water 

districts join with the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce and employ a professional lobbyist, 

Roy Miller, to be sent to Washington over a period of three years. All agreed and sent the 
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lobbyist to D.C., where Miller expressed the developers need and want for federal aid to 

congressmen and senators.137 

Wichita Falls had the largest water supply in proportion to population when compared to 

any city in the United States. The population of Wichita Falls had access to an immense quantity 

of water ample for a city of half a million people stored in three lakes: Wichita, Kemp, and 

Diversion. But the water in the two largest lakes—Kemp and Diversion, proved unfit for use.138 

And because of the Big Wichita River’s failure as a drinking water supply, the city completed a 

$3,000,000 project for new water facilities on the Little Wichita River in the 1940s, which 

included the building of Lake Kickapoo.  

William Hamilton served as mayor of Wichita Falls from 1944-1948, and his chief 

campaign promise and mayoral accomplishment was construction of Lake Kickapoo to serve the 

water needs of Wichita Falls.139 Engineers located Lake Kickapoo, with a capacity of 106,000 

acre-feet, ten miles northwest of Archer City on North Fork Little Wichita River. Water in the 

Little Wichita River proved to be of relatively “excellent quality” compared to the Big Wichita 

River. Dissolved-solids concentrations registered at less than 250 parts per million (ppm) at 

Henrietta and less than 200 ppm near Lake Kickapoo. In comparison the water of the Big 

Wichita River averaged more than 2,000 ppm dissolved solids near its the mouth.140 
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The Texas State Board of Water Engineers authorized construction of Lake Kickapoo 

dam in 1944 and allowed for diversion of 40,000 acre-feet per year for municipal purposes. The 

local developers impounded waters on the North Fork of the Little Wichita River in 1945 to form 

the man-made reservoir, Lake Kickapoo. The reservoir located thirty-two miles northeast of the 

city of Wichita Falls, was owned by the city. The city sold lots along the 3,000 acres of shoreline 

for recreational use.141 Wichita Falls completed the municipal water pipeline from the lake to 

Wichita Falls and diverted water through it for the first time on September 24, 1947.142 The city 

of Wichita Falls owned and operated Lake Kickapoo and Kickapoo Dam, which provided and 

still provides municipal water for the towns of Wichita Falls and Holliday.143  

Before rain filled Lake Kickapoo, Wichita Falls received its municipal water supply from 

Lake Wichita on Holiday Creek and often received water via the irrigation canal system from the 

Big Wichita River. The city then mixed, treated, and piped water to residents. When the city 

completed Lake Kickapoo in 1947 on the Little Wichita River, Wichita Falls could now pipe 

better-quality water to the homes of its residents. The city pumped the precious commodity of 

water from the Little Wichita into the Big Wichita River Valley for drinking purposes. The 

basin-to-basin transfer of water resources required appropriative rights. So the towns of Wichita 
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Falls and Holliday appropriated rights to portions of the Lake Kickapoo (Little Wichita River) 

water supply.144  

Although planners fully recognized the failure of the Big Wichita River as a municipal 

drinking water supply, they still had high hopes for irrigation. In 1948, surveys made by the 

Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce on the agricultural possibilities of the Big Wichita Valley 

indicated the valley was not approaching full capacity as an intensified farming area. The survey 

characterized the problem as the local farmer’s inability to grasp irrigation farming techniques. 

The report cited lack of adequate knowledge of the peculiar soil problems, lack of practical 

means for controlling them, and failure of landowners to follow the correct practices necessary 

for progress in irrigation farming. Businessmen believed farmers needed to apply corrective 

measures to general farm practices that facilitate more intensified agriculture.145 Based on the 

report the chamber of commerce decided that a research program and experimental farm that 

educated farmers on irrigation practices would provide the answer. Showing farmers how to 

properly irrigate their lands, scientifically manage their farm, and intensify their production 

would alleviate problems with soils, water quality, and drainage. The chamber of commerce also 

wanted to include a “well-rounded” soils study so that farmers understood major soil types and 

the highly variable conditions that existed throughout the valley.146 

The water district hired a soil scientist to help address the problem, which allowed for 

study of soil problems peculiar to the area, and created education programs to train irrigation 

                                                
144 Article Written by Jimmy E. Banks for the Iowa Park Centennial published by the Iowa Park Leader, October 
1988, Personal Papers of Jimmy E. Banks. 
 
145 March 5, 1948, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
 
146 Ibid. 
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farmers.147 The water district made the soil study available for use by area farmers, and funded a 

soil laboratory and large field equipment, including a large-leveling machine, a deep tillage tool, 

caterpillar tractors, bordering machines, and an “insect control apparatus,” all for use by the soil 

scientist.148 The soil expert worked with the water district to create the Wilbarger-Wichita 

County Soil Conservation District.149 Furthermore, the water district financed educational 

programs for the next five years. The board of directors organized a complete soils, drainage, and 

educational program. The district worked out an agreement with Hardin College (soon to be 

renamed Midwestern State University) to aid in the education program. The water district got the 

college’s D7 Caterpillar tractor and in return the college got a new soil laboratory and properly 

drained the university lands.150  

In conjunction, city leaders organized a three phase Long Range Water Supply & Flood 

Control plan and committee chaired by W.B. Hamilton. The first phase included filing for 

municipal water rights on two surface soft-water sheds (water sheds that did not contain high 

concentrations of dissolved solids) within seventy miles of Wichita Falls. The second phase 

involved renegotiation with the Corps of Army Engineers. The federal government would 

assume the debt for the Lake Kemp Water Bonds and in return for the provision the local 

authorities would allow federal oversight of flood control on the Big Wichita River, including 

Lakes Kemp and Diversion. The final phase planned for flood control on Holliday Creek and 

Lake Wichita because past flood seasons proved costly and often deadly.151  

                                                
147 Ibid. 
 
148 Ibid. 

 
149 Ibid. 
 
150 July 12, 1948 and June 21, 1948, Minute Book No. 6, WCWID No. 1, SWC.  
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On the national level, federal aid for the Big Wichita River Valley remained dormant 

since the 1930s. And the district felt much as it did at the end of World War I that the water 

district had paid its debt to the war effort and now expected compensation. The district closely 

followed the Watershed Protection and Flood Prevention Act through Congress in the 1950s. The 

act established permanent legislative machinery under which the federal government could 

cooperate with local organizations, including the states, in planning and carrying out works of 

improvement for flood prevention and agricultural phases of conservation development. The 

U.S. Congress also amended the Water Facilities Act enabling long-term loans (that could be 

made in all of the states) for water and soil conservation practices, irrigation, and drainage.152 

With lobbyists on the water district’s payroll for the past three years, the Wichita Falls Chamber 

of Commerce and Wichita County water districts finally made headway on federal projects in the 

valley, capitalizing on the new acts of Congress. In 1951 water district attorney Jack Connell 

presented a plan to the assembly of the National Rivers and Harbors Congress for flood control 

of Lakes Kemp and Diversion.153 

By 1950 society had changed, the agrarian dream metamorphosed into a suburban dream, 

and there was an ever-increasing need for municipal drinking-water supplies. The water district’s 

relationship with the Federal Housing Authority illustrates the societal change and increased 

federal involvement of the period. The water district, for example, advised the Federal Housing 

Administration about waterlogged land conditions at the new Sunset Terrace subdivision. 

                                                                                                                                                       
151  “Blueprint For A Better City,” 1951 Program of Work, WFCC, SWC and Notice of the Issuance of Study 
“Report to Determine the Feasibility of Providing Improvements for Control of Floods along Holliday Creek at 
Wichita Falls, Texas,” 23 December 23, 1976, Department of the Army, Southwestern Division, Corps of Engineers, 
Dallas, Texas.  
 
152 United States and Benson, Water The Yearbook of Agriculture, vi. 
 
153 Planning occurred all year through 1950. See Minute Book No. 3, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 
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Attorneys from the water district made clear that the land where the housing subdivision rested 

was a former irrigated area and the water district wished to be held harmless from liability and 

absolved of responsibility for future use of the land. Developers, real estate agents, and eager 

homeowners built suburbs on acreage previously irrigated by saline waters.154 Irrigated acreage 

turned slowly into suburban Wichita Falls.  

Suburbanization continued throughout the 1950s, as did the pattern of absolving 

responsibility. The district, for example, avoided saline-water damage to soil claims. Many 

landowners in the irrigation districts called on Dr. W.O. Trogdon, the soil scientist to analyze 

soil and water samples for legal proceedings in salt-water damage claims. When Trogdon 

reported the numerous requests back to the water district, the board ordered Trogdon not to make 

soil or water analyses for legal proceedings in damage suits.155  

The water district micromanaged water use in the 1950s, especially after the farmers on 

the Lake Wichita system asserted their right of prior appropriation. The irrigation district hired a 

“Water Policeman” to apprehend persons guilty of water violations.156 And set about locating 

guilty parties. The district discovered oilrig operators used stock ponds filled with irrigation 

water. Once the district found out about the practice, and “since its origin is from irrigation 

canals” the district sent the oil companies water bills.157 The water level in Lake Wichita lowered 

considerably during the 1950s, and although Wichita Falls now had Lake Kickapoo, the city still 

depended on a combination of water from Lake Wichita and Lake Kickapoo.  

                                                
154 July 17, 1959, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 

155 April 3, 1953, Minute Book No. 6, WCWID No. 1, SWC. 
 

156 February 27, 1953 and April 3, 1953, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. WCWID “employed as water 
policeman” E.B. Crocker for sixty days. The water was very low at this time and the water district board was 
worried about water storage. 
 
157 January 9, 1953, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 
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In the past the water district filled Lake Wichita with water from Lake Kemp and Lake 

Diversion. But now, the water district feared getting water to the farmers on the Lake Wichita 

irrigation system southeast of Wichita Falls, especially after being sued in the past for providing 

farmers with saline-waters that damaged crops. Since the farmers had a prior water right from 

Lake Wichita the district believed farmers should be furnished water “as long as it would gravity 

flow from Lake Wichita.” The state did not require the district to furnish Lake Kemp water to the 

Lake Wichita farmers for irrigation. And the water district could not afford being sued again by 

the farmers for ruining Lake Wichita farmlands.158  

 The water district sent Rhea Howard to Washington to see if he could get some 

government aid for another municipal water project.159 Despite the construction of Lake 

Kickapoo, Wichita Falls still needed more freshwater. The city needed another reservoir to 

provide fresh water for the city.160  In the 1950s, the engineers Freese and Nichols submitted a 

report on the feasibility of the construction of a reservoir on the Little Wichita River in the 

vicinity of Windthorst, Texas.161 Shortly thereafter the water district board submitted the 

required application for the appropriation of water from the Little Wichita River near Windthorst 

                                                
158 May 14, 1953, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 

159 February 26, 1957, Minute Book No. 7, WCWID No. 1, SWC. 
 
160 July 27, 1954, Minute Book No. 6, WCWID No. 1, SWC. According to the record: “It is the understanding of the 
Bankers that the water supply of the City is inadequate and that the composition of the bonded indebtness of the City 
is such that it cannot itself finance additional reservoir and raw water transmission facilities at optimum terms. It is 
understood, however, that the District, which entirely overlaps the City, is in such position as to permit financing the 
water supply facilities required by the City and that it is willing to do so provided an arrangement can be devised 
whereby principal and interest maturities on any bonds to be issued will be paid by the City in the form of water 
purchases through the facilities provided.”  
 
161 July 23, 1954, Minute Book No. 6, WCWID No. 1, SWC. The district negotiated with investment bankers, 
“namely; M.E. Allison and Company, Inc., Rauscher, Pierce and Company, Inc., and Warren and Company” for the 
execution to enable the engineering firm Freese and Nichols to commence preliminary study of the feasibility of the 
construction of a reservoir at the site proposed.”  
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to the State Board of Water Engineers.162 The Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce Water Study 

Committee and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers engaged in a detailed plan and analysis of the 

cost of a new lake.163 After considerable discussion both groups decided to employ the 

engineering firm of Freese & Nichols of Fort Worth, Texas, for construction of the proposed new 

lake.164  

The Texas Water Commission permitted construction in 1962. The permit allowed for the 

impoundment of 228,000 acre-feet with an annual diversion of 45,000 acre-feet for municipal 

use.165 Freese and Nichols built Lake Arrowhead on the Little Wichita River for the city of 

Wichita Falls to accommodate their growing need for water.166 The City of Wichita Falls owned 

and operated Lake Arrowhead, located thirteen miles southeast of Wichita Falls on the Little 

Wichita River. In 1966 crews constructed pipelines and roads to Lake Arrowhead.167 Regional 

towns such as Archer City purchased water from Wichita Falls because of the adequate water 

supply Lake Arrowhead provided.168 Oilmen and cattle ranchers dominated the lower Little 

Wichita River Valley. Lake cabins, cattle ranches, and oil fields encircled Lake Arrowhead. 

                                                
162 See the years 1954-1955 in Minute Book No. 6, WCWID No. 1, SWC. 

163 November 16, 1956, Minute Book No. 7, WCWID No. 1, SWC. 
 

164 November 28, 1956, Minute Book No. 7, WCWID No. 1, SWC. 
 
165 Dowell and Breeding, Dams and Reservoirs in Texas Historical and Descriptive Information. 

 
166 Box 15, Water Issues: Floods & Supply Contracts, Mayor J.C. Boyd Papers, Moffett Library, Special 
Collections, Midwestern State University, Wichita Falls, TX. 
 
167 Ibid. 
 
168 Letter to Mayor Jack Muelller of Archer City, From City Manager Gerald G. Fox, 21 July 1976, Box 15, Water 
Issues: Floods & Supply Contracts, Mayor J.C. Boyd Papers, Moffett Library, Special Collections, Midwestern State 
University, Wichita Falls, TX. 
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Oilmen erected steel derricks in the lake, fourteen oil wells in the middle of the lake, and used 

barges when the derricks required maintenance.169 

Since the turn of the twentieth century, Wichita Falls built five reservoirs to serve water 

needs. The thirst could not be quenched as the city kept expanding. Lakes Arrowhead, Kickapoo, 

Wichita, Kemp, and Diversion acted together as sources of water supply for the city of Wichita 

Falls. Lakes Kickapoo, Arrowhead, and Wichita provided the municipal drinking water supply. 

The irrigation lake water from Lakes Kemp and Diversion needed to be mixed with waters from 

the better-quality lakes to be used for industrial and domestic purposes. But the irrigation system 

continued to use the saline-waters directly from Lakes Kemp and Diversion.170 

In 1958 talk emerged about the possibility of securing Wichita Falls a federally 

constructed brackish water de-mineralization plant. As soon as Wichitans learned of the project, 

citizens wanted to do “everything possible” to secure the brackish water de-mineralization 

plant.171 The Wichita County water district offered the United States Office of Saline Waters 

land for the site, free water use from Lakes Kemp and Diversion, and access to the Midwestern 

State University (MSU) soils and water laboratory.172 Later, the water district general manager 

Fred Parkey and Dr. Carl Gray, head of the Soil Department at MSU, met with the U.S. Public 

Health Department in Dallas to discuss “natural salt pollution.” General Whipple of the U.S. 

Army Corps of Engineers attended the discussion and listened carefully. Parkey and Gray 

                                                
 
169 Dowell and Breeding, Dams and Reservoirs in Texas Historical and Descriptive Information. 
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171 October 29, 1958 and November 14, 1958, Minute Book No. 7, WCWID No. 1, SWC. Fred Parkey, General 
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water de-mineralization plant to be located in the area of Lake Kemp and the Diversion Reservoir.  
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learned Congress commissioned the Army Corps of Engineers to fight the saltwater condition in 

the upper Red River basin. The corps started by collecting data from the local water districts and 

the U.S. Public Health Department.173  

The upper Red River basin experienced two forms of salt pollution: man-made pollution 

and natural pollution. Man-made pollution occurred primarily from improper disposal of salt 

water produced with oil and gas. General increases in statewide industrial and urban growth 

caused the state to pass some minor environmental legislation in the 1920s. In 1924 local 

officials first considered pollution of Wichita County streams because the district had to comply 

with newly enacted state laws. Other than to identify some sources of the pollution in the river, 

however, local officials mostly ignored pollutions issues.174 

                                                
173 November 25, 1959, Minute Book No. 8, WCWID District No. 1, SWC. 

174 See Minute Book No. 2, WCWID No. 1, SWC.   
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Fig. 22. Environmental Repercussions of the Oil Boom. Smoke, open pools of standing oil, high-
priced town lots, and fast-paced development transformed the landscape in Burkburnett. Photo 
courtesy of the Southwest Collection, Texas Tech University. 
 

Man-made pollution added to the salinity problems in the basin. Storage of oil-field brine 

(underground saltwater left over after drilling) constituted a major problem in the Wichita 

County region and throughout the upper Red River basin, especially after the oil boom. For 

example, oil-field brine contaminated portions of the Ogallala aquifer in Carson, Gray, and 

Wheeler, and portions of ground-water reservoirs in Wheeler, Wilbarger, and Wichita Counties 

and numerous other areas throughout the Red River Basin. Saltwater from oilfields contaminated 

surface waters too. Electra City Lake, for example, on China Creek, served as Electra, Texas’s 
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municipal water supply, but it became too mineralized by oil field brine after the Oil Boom. The 

people of Electra turned to another water resource, finding a less polluted creek, and damming 

Camp Creek. Man-made pollution from the oilfields forced Electra to locate a new municipal 

water supply. Many oil producers disposed of oil-field brines in the subsurface, pumping them 

into the ground. Some used unlined surface pits for disposal, and others just abandoned wells. 

Man-made pollution contributed to overall deterioration of water quality in the basin.175 

Irrigation farmers claimed their lands had been salted out due to oil field saltwater pits. 

And soon farmers reacted to man-made pollution of ground and surface waters. The farmers 

wanted an agreement with oil companies that oil operators would find a more proper way to 

dispose of excess salt water. Appointed to the committee to deal with the problem were soil 

scientist W.O. Trogdon, biologist Leo Lewis of the Texas Game and Fish Commission, U.S. 

geologist John Joerns, and general manager of WCWID One and Two Fred Parkey, among 

others, including irrigation farmers Carroll Anderson, Claud Beisch, and Wiley Bishop.176 The 

committee found salt-water injection and water flooding operations degraded ground and surface 

water quality. The water district deemed it necessary to call a hearing before the Railroad 

Commission and other state agencies in charge of law enforcement of pollution laws to hold the 

oil companies liable and accountable.177 The Railroad Commission held a hearing on oil and 

                                                
175 Bruce E. Fink, Investigation of Ground- and Surface-Water Contamination Near Harrold, Wilbarger County, 
Texas (Austin, TX: Texas Water Commission, 1965), 6. 
 
176 November 10, 1952, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. According to the record: “The purpose of this 
meeting was to take up the salt pits situation in the district with the following farmers: Claud & Lee Beisch, Munger 
Farm Company; J.D. Chastain; Wiley Bishop; Carroll Anderson; and J.L. Gage.” 
 
177 December 2, 1952, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 
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saltwater pollution for Wichita, Archer, Wilbarger, and Baylor Counties at Memorial Auditorium 

in Wichita Falls, Texas, in January 1953.178  

Rhea Howard, director of the water district board and local newspaper owner, led this 

movement against man-made pollutants. The negligence of the oil and gas companies infuriated 

Howard. The newspaperman fumed at the idea that pollution of water in irrigation ditches and 

laterals, and contamination of land in Wichita Valley came from oilfield saltwater pollution. 

Rhea Howard regarded the matter as a progressive cause and personally requested the public 

hearing in Wichita Falls with the Railroad Commission, working to alleviate the condition as 

soon as possible.179 Howard spearheaded the movement against man-made pollutants that 

culminated in the early 1960s with the newborn Red River Authority (RRA). The RRA tried to 

eliminate the practice of unlined surface pits in the watershed and combat environmentally 

damaging oilfield practices. The Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1961, the Water Quality 

Act of 1965, and specifically the Oil Pollution Act, part of the Clean Water Restoration Act of 

1966, helped to fund cleanup and further regulate environmental controls on man-made water 

pollution.180 

The natural pollution problem appeared to be much more complicated than the man-made 

pollution problem. By 1957, the U.S. Public Health Services determined the causes of natural 

pollutants in the Arkansas and Red River basins. Most sources occurred as saline seeps and 

springs that emitted naturally occurring chlorides and sulfates. These saltwater springs emitted 

                                                
178 December 18, 1952, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 

 
179 September 4, 1956, Minute Book No. 4, WCWID No. 2, SWC. 

 
180 United States, Public Works for Water, Pollution Control, and Power Development, and Atomic Energy 
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the principal natural pollution into the river systems. The U.S. Public Health Services identified 

ten salt sources that collectively produced about two thirds of the 3,450 tons per day of chloride 

that entered the Red River. Many of the sources emanated from the Big Wichita River 

watershed. In 1959, Congress authorized the Corps of Engineers to study and determine if the 

salt sources could be controlled.181 In 1960 irrigation manager Fred Parkey testified at a house 

committee hearing for appropriations on behalf of the Wichita County water district in favor of 

the Corps’ proposed desalinization program. Parkey’s testimony insured continued funding for 

the Army Corps of Engineers study of pollution problems on the Red River and its tributaries. 

The state of Texas also held hearings in Austin on the north Texas pollution problems and 

considered efforts to aid north Texans.182 

In the 1960s the federal, state, and local governments worked together towards a flood 

control and desalinization program for the Big Wichita River. The decision came just in time 

because the structural integrity of the original system built in the 1920s faltered. The 1961 

“Survey Report on Lake Kemp” by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers found Lake Kemp to be 

“a potential hazard to the valley below because of deterioration of the spillway and outlet 

works.” The Big Wichita dams required complete reconstruction to make the facility safe for 

future operation. The Corps determined rehabilitation feasible and in the public interest. In 1962 

the Texas Water Commission and Texas Governor Price Daniel endorsed the federal plan to 

rehabilitate the dams.183 In combination with the flood control project the Army Corps of 

Engineers initiated the natural saltwater pollution control project. The boosters of the Gilded Age 
                                                

 
181 United States, Wichita River Basin Reevaluation Red River Chloride Control Project (Tulsa, Ok: Dept. of 
Defense, Dept. of the Army, Corps of Engineers, Tulsa District, 2002) and Baldys, Bush, and Kidwell, Effects of 
Low-Flow Diversions, 2. 

 
182 March 29, 1960, Minute Book No. 8, WCWID District No. 1, SWC. 

 
183 Dowell and Breeding, Dams and Reservoirs in Texas Historical and Descriptive Information, 32.  
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and Progressive Era neglected the long-term maintenance aspects of the project, displaying a 

lack of commitment to long-term development and sustainability.  

The federal government initiated the desalinization or demineralization program in the 

form of the Red River Chloride Project. As the federal government funded the Corps’ efforts on 

the upper Red River, acts of the Texas State Legislature created the Red River Authority (RRA). 

The Red River Authority’s role in the Red River Chloride Project was to insure the state 

employed the most “economical methods” to reclaim Red River water resources and make them 

available for “beneficial uses.”184 Tom Foley, president of the Red River Authority, coordinated 

financial assistance from cities, counties, and political subdivisions within the upper Red River 

watershed to help institute the chloride project.185 The Wichita County water district contributed 

$5,000 to the Red River Authority of Texas, helping the authority work to end natural and man-

made pollution.186 Wichita Falls and the Wichita County Water Improvement Districts 

enthusiastically hoped work with the state-level RRA and the federal-level Army Corps of 

Engineers would move towards desalinization of the Big Wichita’s waters.  

Suburbanization and increasing demand for domestic water continued through the 1950s, 

and in 1961 the Wichita County water districts reorganized to meet the new demands of a 

modern urban environment. The city of Wichita Falls annexed Wichita County Water 

Improvement District number one and assumed all obligations and responsibilities. District 

number two continued its existence in the outlying rural farm areas. WCWID number two 

performed all maintenance and operated the entire existing irrigation system under a 

                                                
 
184 United States, Wichita River Basin Reevaluation Red River Chloride Control Project and Baldys, Bush, and 
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185 June 7, 1960, Minute Book No. 8, WCWID District No. 1, SWC. 
 
186 July 5, 1960, Minute Book No. 8, WCWID District No. 1, SWC. 
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maintenance and operating contract. The city of Wichita Falls hoped control of natural chloride 

pollution could still make Lakes Kemp and Diversion usable municipal water supplies. And 

WCWID number two believed chloride control could make Lake Kemp water more productive 

for irrigation.187  

 The Corps began work in 1962 at Estelline Springs, Texas. The Estelline Springs, 

saltwater springs in the Big Wichita River basin, escaped from the highly saline Blaine Gypsum 

formation. Engineer surveys found waters from the Estelline Springs were not suitable for any 

kind of public water supply, far exceeding safety limits set up by the U.S. Public Health Service. 

Estelline Springs directly affected the potential water supplies of the towns of Childress, Quanah, 

Vernon, and Chillicothe, Texas and impacted downstream salinity levels for Holliday, Iowa 

Park, and Wichita Falls, Texas.188 The Army Corp of Engineers constructed a ring dike (nine feet 

tall and 340 feet in diameter) around the springs. The springs could not escape above the dike. A 

constructed feeder stream diverted upstream waters around the dike and back to the main channel 

of the river. The dike stopped 240 tons of chlorides from entering the Red River each day and 

has done so since January 1964.  

The ring dike, however, worked only for Estelline Springs. Authorities concluded that the 

same technique used at Estelline Springs (the ring dike) would not work everywhere. Other 

saltwater seeps and springs proved more difficult to control. In 1966, Congress authorized design 

studies for the Big Wichita River Basin, funding participation by the U.S. Corps of Engineers 

                                                
 
187 United States, Wichita River Basin Reevaluation Red River Chloride Control Project. 

 
188 Ralph M. Parsons Company, Preliminary Feasibility and Economics of Desalting Brackish Waters in Candidate 
Areas of West Texas (Los Angeles, Calif: Ralph M. Parsons Company, Engineers-Constructors, 1968). 
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and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to find ways to alleviate the saltwater condition.189 

Federal officials examined alternative techniques for each brine source.  

On the South Wichita Fork of the Big Wichita River basin the solutions came in the form 

of pumps and brine tanks. Engineers pumped brine waters through a pipeline to a storage and 

evaporation reservoir. Congress authorized construction of the pump, pipeline, and collection 

pool on the South Fork of the Wichita River under the Water Resources Development Act of 

1974. The act funded construction of water-control structures that diverted low flows with high 

salinity from the South Wichita River to the Bateman pump station. The Corps designed the so-

called water-control structures as inflatable dams. The dam inflated when river flows were low, 

and from there diverted the salty waters to the Bateman pump station. The Bateman pumps 

transported the water through a pipeline to Truscott Brine Lake, where the water collected and 

eventually evaporated. Construction of Bateman pump station and Truscott Brine Lake began in 

1976, the Corps completed Truscott Brine Lake in 1982, and diversions of low flows began in 

May 1987.190  

For the most part local, federal, and state government agencies worked together from the 

1960s through the1980s in the hopes of reducing natural pollution in the Big Wichita River. All 

the bureaucratic agencies on different levels of government saw strictly economic benefits from 

the desalinization project. The federal government deemed the desalinization “correct and in the 

national interest.” Elimination of natural pollution improved water quality in the downstream 

                                                
 

189 United States, Wichita River Basin Reevaluation Red River Chloride Control Project; Baldys, Bush, and Kidwell, 
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“Atlas of Fishes of the Upper Red River System in Texas and Oklahoma,” Occasional Papers, Museum of Texas 
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areas of four states: Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, and Louisiana.191 And state and county leaders 

generally agreed with the federal government that the Big Wichita River’s natural salinity 

problem had been particularly acute and deserved continued and immediate attention, but little 

got done despite consensus.192 

Consensus, however, broke down in the 1990s, and construction of the desalinization 

project abruptly halted in 1994 when the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, the Oklahoma 

Department of Wildlife Conservation, and the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department expressed 

concerns over the environmental impacts of the project. These groups believed decreased salinity 

levels impacted downstream fish populations and habitat. The Army Corps of Engineers 

evaluated the concerns and were forced by law to suspend construction. The Corps planned to 

resolve the complaints through a process known as an environmental issue resolution process 

(EIRP). According to the Corps, it suspended construction because it wanted “to achieve 

sustainable solutions” in accordance with new concepts of sustainability emerging from wildlife 

agencies. In 1997 the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department relented somewhat and allowed the 

Corps to complete construction of the remaining chloride control features within the Big Wichita 

River basin. The Corps continued to believe the Red River Chloride Project would result in 

greater crop yields in irrigated areas; allow Lake Kemp to be used for drinking water; delay the 
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need to complete reverse osmosis plants and construct more water supply reservoirs; and reduce 

the risk of water shortages in Wichita Falls and other communities in Northwest Texas.193  

The Corps reevaluated the economic feasibility of the plan to desalinize the Big 

Wichita’s water and still found it to be beneficial for the region. The Army Engineers believed 

reducing chlorides would allow “more economical use of these waters for municipal, industrial, 

and agricultural purposes.” The Corps, however, had failed to address recreational purposes and 

to consider the interests of downstream fishermen. In post-Industrial and post-Agricultural 

economy general interests in rivers and lakes had shifted from industry and agriculture to 

recreation. In 2002 the Corps’ Wichita River Basin Reevaluation Chloride Control Project finally 

addressed the fishermen’s concerns at a public meeting. The engineers assured sportsmen that 

downstream fish habitats would not be disturbed by the reduction of chlorides in the water.194  

The environmental concern the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Oklahoma 

Department of Wildlife Conservation, and the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department expressed 

over the desalinization project was the project’s impact on another immigrant species, striped 

bass and hybrid striped bass in Lake Texoma, bass fishing for recreational benefits. The 

Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation stocked Lake Texoma with striped bass from 

1965 until 1974. Striped bass, anadromous like sturgeon and salmon, lived in both fresh and 

saltwater habitats. So ironically enough the most intense grassroots opposition to the Big Wichita 

desalination project came from conservationists, primarily sports fishermen on Lake Texoma. 

The fisherman considered themselves conservationists because they wished to conserve fish 

habitats so that fishing conditions would be optimal. The fishermen worried that less saline 
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waters might affect striped bass fish populations in the Red River basin, especially in Lake 

Texoma, Lake Diversion, and Lake Kemp. According to many area businessmen striped bass 

fishing was “very good” for the area leisure economy and they believed the local sports fishing 

industry might be hurt by the desalinization project. Neither fishermen nor related recreational 

businessmen wanted the Red River Chloride Control Project to impact fish habitats. 

Striped bass fishing in the area was “put and take” fishing, meaning that striped bass 

populations depended on the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) and the Oklahoma 

Department of Wildlife Conservation stocking programs or aquaculture. The Corps assured the 

fishermen that striped bass in their natural environment, the Ocean, migrate to freshwater rivers 

to spawn and not saltier areas. Data clearly indicated striped bass sought out the freshest water 

available to begin reproduction cycles. In fact, state-owned hatcheries raised the striped bass in 

freshwater hatcheries.  

Striped bass do not reproduce in Lake Kemp or Lake Diversion. High-salinity conditions 

on the Big Wichita and Red Rivers especially above Lake Kemp do not allow for successful 

spawning. All the striped bass caught from Lakes Kemp, Diversion, and Texoma were put there 

by government hatcheries. The Corps asserted that the chloride control project would not affect 

striped bass in Lakes Kemp, Diversion, or Texoma nor in the Wichita or Red Rivers. Plus the 

Corps admitted that the proposed chloride control project could never remove all of the salt. It 

could only remove about eighty-three percent of the chlorides and sixty-seven percent of the 

sulfates that enter the Big Wichita River. The Corps argued normal sedimentation in Lake 

Texoma would probably have a bigger impact on Lake Texoma fish habitats over time than less 

salt as sedimentation influenced water temperature patterns, and affected fish distribution.195  
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 In 2002 WCWID number two analyzed water from Lakes Kemp, Diversion, and the 

Bradford irrigation canal. The report found total dissolved chlorides at 2751 ppm and total 

chlorides at 1064 ppm,196 indicating water conditions were not exactly optimal. The system 

supported small ranches and fields of feed but by no means did irrigation turn the Big Wichita 

River Valley into an agricultural Eden with intensively cultivated five and ten acre tracts of land. 

In 1920 The Better City printed by the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce asserted that when 

“writing the slogan for Wichita Falls—‘The City That Faith Built’ the writer was thinking of Mr. 

Kemp.” The story of Joseph Kemp’s grandiose water project and the ultimate outcome 

underscores the ways in which the progressive-era rhetoric ignored environmental realities. An 

unshakable belief in progress, and naïve faith that science and technology could solve all 

problems, blinded men like Kemp—as well as the farmers and community leaders who followed 

suit—to the possibility that there were natural limitations to what man might achieve. This same 

faith masked social conflict and undermined the ability of the state of Texas to perform its role as 

agent for the common good for many years. Texas and the nation state used such rhetoric and 

beliefs to placate the people, harvest profits for elites, and create order.197 

On the state level, the Big Wichita Irrigated Valley Project fits nicely with other studies 

of Texas and southwest irrigation projects, such as Stephen Bogner and Glen Ely’s studies of 

water development in the Pecos Valley. According to Bogner, the Pecos River project “never 

                                                                                                                                                       
 

196 Water Analysis, Lake Kemp, Lake Diversion, and Bradford Canal, Wichita County Water Improvement District 
No. 2, City of Wichita Falls, 2002, In author’s possession. 
 
197 In this regard, Texas fits into the broader narrative of the Progressive “gospel of efficiency.” John T. Cumbler, 
“Conflict, Accommodation, and Compromise: Connecticut’s Attempt to Control Industrial Wastes in the 
Progressive Era,” Environmental History, 5:3 (July 2000): 315 and 328. For examples of this faith in technology in 
Wichita Falls see The Better City, October 1, 1920 Vol. I, No. II “The City That Faith Built,” WFCC; “Rapid 
Progress on Irrigation Project,” Wichita Falls Today, June 1922, WFCC; April 24, 1926, Minute Meetings, WFCC; 
October 21, 1925, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC; April 28, 1925, Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC; September 15, 
1922 Meeting Minutes, WFCC, SWC. 
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lived up to the expectations of promoters or reclamationists of the nineteenth centuries, its failure 

in many ways was the result of the very thing that promised to make the desert productive, the 

Pecos River itself.” As with the Pecos, developers ignored local ecological knowledge of the Big 

Wichita River of north Texas. Early promoters, like those of the Pecos River Valley “did not 

acknowledge the river's drawbacks in an era when unbridled optimism and the investment of 

millions of dollars carried the day.” Today only shadows remain of the Pecos and Wichita 

irrigation projects.198 

Irrigation agriculture required fundamental knowledge of water, soils, drainage, and an 

understanding of the crop from the planting to the harvesting and marketing stages. 199 

Inhabitants in the Big Wichita River Basin soon learned the problem was not quantity of water. 

But as understood by the 1950s “the greatest problem facing all irrigated areas . . . an ample 

supply of water of suitable quality.”200 County water districts ignored local conditions and 

instead merged civic duties with personal business enterprise. The developers and bureaucrats 

imposed traditional and fixed models of economic development onto an evolving and 

complicated cultural landscape. This type of community decision making allowed markets to 

expand and land values to increase. Kemp and Bridwell owned large tracts of lands and benefited 

from the project. Established “city fathers” harvested profits from the initial economic 

expansion. 201 Kemp bought much of the land to be irrigated and sold the 160-acre tracts to 

                                                
198 Stephen Bogener, Ditches Across the Desert: Irrigation in the Lower Pecos Valley (Lubbock: Texas Tech 
University Press, 2003), 9. 

199 Bloodworth, Some Principles and Practices in the Irrigation of Texas Soils, 5. 

200 Ibid. 
 
201 See Wichita Falls Wichita County Drainage District No. 1, WCWID No.1, SWC and Minute Book No. 1, 
WCWID No. 2, SWC. Many men of the Wichita Falls Chamber of Commerce and WCWID directors owned tracts 
of land in the irrigated valley including: J.A. Kemp, N.H. Martin, and John O’Donohue.  
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farmers or speculators attempting to colonize the valley.202 After Kemp’s death his estate still 

maintained 2843 acres of irrigable lands.203  

The Southern Plains experienced some of the most rapid environmental transformations 

on the continent.204 And in the Wichita valleys railroads, irrigation, and oil extraction 

transformed the region in less than one hundred years into a zone of commercial production for a 

global economy. Local government, industry, and business downplayed concerns about the 

environment in order to make the most profits possible as fast as possible. At least, until the 

1930s when drainage and soil conservation became accepted as beneficial for irrigated 

agriculture and land values. J.S. Bridwell symbolized the new conservationists arising out of the 

late 1930s, the conservationist that considered not only efficiency, but also future generations. 

Bridwell, however, would not have called himself an environmentalist. He claimed to be a 

conservationist, conserving natural resources for future generations. As environmental historian 

Samuel P. Hayes indicated for many developers “environment” was a term hardly used. Instead 

developers used the term conservation, which “emphasized physical resources, their more 

efficient use and development."205 After World War II a transformation in human values 

occurred, which impacted people’s perceptions of the land, changing their land ethic. In the Big 

Wichita Valley the change in attitude associated with the advanced consumer society of the 

1950s, a major difference from the industrial manufacturing society of the late nineteenth and 
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first half of the twentieth centuries.206  

 The new generation of developers differed from the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 

boosters. Modern developers cared about esthetic values and not just economic benefits. From 

1959 to 1960 Luna B. Leopold wrote circulars for the United States Geological Survey that 

expressed these new outlooks on water resources. Leopold made sophisticated ecological 

arguments in works like Ecological Systems and the Water Resources and The Challenge of 

Water Management. And interestingly enough, developers of West Texas water resources read 

these circulars. Leopold explained lands were “not only altered from their original state,” but 

“constantly in the state of still further change.” Furthermore Leopold questioned if man can be 

unraveled “from nature in the records.”207 Leopold called for a new land philosophy one that 

extended into “the field of esthetic values as well as economic ones.” Attitudes and ideas were 

certainly changing. Many environmental historians like to cite the first Earth Day in 1969 as the 

dividing line in new environmental thought, and some attribute it to the publication of Rachel 

Carson's Silent Spring in 1962. Nevertheless, by the 1960s the growth of the environmental 

movement reflected an expanding concern about the Earth and its water resources.208 

During the post-World War II period irrigated acreage increased at a “phenomenal rate” 

across the state of Texas, but not in the Big Wichita valley or anywhere on the Rolling Red 

Plains. Irrigation on the High Plains of West Texas, however, expanded rapidly with the advent 
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Geological Survey, 1960). 
 
208 Samuel P. Hays, “From Conservation to Environment,” 114. 
 



 422 

of center pivot and drip-style irrigation systems.209 By 1964, over seven million acres were 

irrigated in the state of Texas, sixty-five percent on the High Plains, seventeen percent on the Rio 

Grande Plain, six percent on the Coastal Prairie, four percent in the Trans-Pecos region, and only 

four percent on the Rolling Plains. “Drip” and “spray” irrigation took off on the High Plains, 

while the “flood” irrigation of the Rolling Plains diminished.210  

The question arises, why create an artificial environment, especially if it costs so much 

money? Flood control, often seems necessary, but why not just pass regulations that require 

residents to build beyond the flood zone.  Irrigating with saline waters and trying to figure out 

how to remove the salt, was expensive and costly, and still a long-term proposition. Developers, 

planners, and mangers, could realize they are part of the environment, and learn to live by 

working within its limitations, and offering more sustainable solutions. Starting with the system 

or ideology first, and attempting to mold it to the landscape has proven damaging and costly.  

In the Big Wichita Valley people invaded the environment, setting up new ecological 

niches. Like any organism, humans made alterations to the environment and changes that at 

times degraded the environment. But they adjusted to the environment, at least in some cases, 

and now share a more symbiotic relationship within the ecosystem. Irrigators in the Big Wichita 

River Valley filled an ecological niche, and adjusted to environmental, political, and socio-

economic change, as did city dwellers and manufacturers. Their water systems functioned, but 

were beholden to nature, and influenced by wars, economic fluctuations, and political change 

from the local to federal levels. Water users in the Big Wichita Valley functioned within an 

ecological niche and emerged as a unique organism in the red dirt of the Southern Plains, similar 
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in some ways to nearby river basins, but different in other significant ways. Natural 

surroundings, and regional, economic, and social differences coalesced to make the Big and 

Little Wichita River Valleys of the Red River basin, unique and part of the broader history of 

water use in Texas, the American West and Southern Plains. 

Today, when driving through Wichita Falls, a large man-made falls cascades from a 

bluff, perfectly in view from Interstate forty-four. A pump circulates the red muddy water from 

the Wichita River to the top of a bluff, where it then falls down over a manicured waterfall. The 

citizens identified with the falls of Wichita Falls, even though they washed away over one 

hundred years ago. It was what made Wichita Falls different; the falls gave them their namesake, 

part of its place-name. The falls made Wichita Falls, Texas, not the railroad, and the falls made 

Wichita Falls different than Wichita, Kansas. So the community raised funds and built a new 

falls, a man-made falls. And just beyond that same bluff where man-made falls fall, back among 

the pecan trees in the Riverside Cemetery, rests city builders Frank Kell and Joseph Kemp.211 

Their “City That Faith Built,” Wichita Falls, rests atop a very different landscape than what the 

city builders imagined, definitely not the agrarian paradise of intensively cultivated fields. 

Instead ranches operate on a small scale at the rural edges, and the suburbs sprawl out onto the 

pastures. Wichita County Water Improvement District No. 2 owns the dams and reservoir 

storage systems at Lake Diversion and Lake Kemp. And the Waggoner Ranch still owns all 

property around Lakes Kemp and Diversion and controls fee access to cabins and water 

recreation areas. Federal, state, and county political subdivisions still operate to make the water 

district successful, to conquer floods and salty waters. Plus two reservoirs on the Little Wichita 
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River, Lakes Kickapoo and Arrowhead, bring fresh drinking water to the urban municipality in 

the Big Wichita valley.212 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
Where are the Falls in Wichita Falls 
That’s what folks are asking you and me 
Let’s put the Falls back in Wichita Falls 
So the folks can see what they came here to see 
Our town has a name with a story to tell 
Of the flood a hundred years ago – 
That’s when the falls fell… 
Let’s put the Falls back in Wichita Falls 
So the folks can see what they came here to see 
Put the Falls back in Wichita Falls 
Let’s make our name become reality . . .  

“Cinnamon’s Song” from the 1986 “Put the Falls Back” Campaign1 

 

During the twentieth century visitors to Wichita Falls asked, “where are the falls?” As 

early as 1955 a group of enterprising Wichitans placed boulders in a portion of the river that ran 

through town, creating a series of small waterfalls. They created a park along the shoreline so 

that everyone could enjoy the “natural” beauty. The restoration caught the imagination of the 

community. Several citizens and businesses pulled together to support the project. Private 

individuals donated more than $10,000, businesses donated supplies, and more than 2,000 

volunteers turned-out for a grass-seeding party at the park. Wichita Falls was proud of restoring 

its falls but the project also caught the imagination of the nation. Life magazine featured the falls 

in a photograph spread, media personality Paul Harvey praised the community’s efforts on his 

nationally-syndicated radio broadcast, and the Texas Senate passed a resolution commending the 

effort. Accolades poured in from around the country. “Unfortunately,” journalist Jody Cox 

wrote, “the Wichita River, as had so many times before reasserted its superiority in the matters 

concerning its course.” A month after the opening ceremony heavy rains led to flooding, washing 
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away the freshly planted grass in the new park, destroying the falls, and ruining the project. The 

floods washed the boulders down river.2  

In 1986, Gail Thompson chaired a new campaign to return the falls to Wichita Falls. 

Along with Thompson, Roby Christie, chairman of the local organization Streams and Valleys, 

helped lead the effort to restore the falls. The local boosters brought a waterfall architect from 

San Antonio, who built the falls next to the river—not in it—so that future floods would not 

claim the man-made falls. Some opponents claimed the project was too expensive while others 

argued that no one wanted to see a man-made falls. Regardless, proponents gathered sponsors, 

and the community raised more than $250,000 in private donations to construct a 54-foot tall 

waterfall (the original falls of the 1880s only dropped seven feet, at most). After a couple rounds 

of bids, the Wichita Falls City Council accepted a bid of $358,983.21 from Bowles Construction 

Company to build the falls. The construction crew built the falls with Arkansas sandstone and 

donated concrete into a cliff near the Big Wichita River, installing a 75-horsepower motor that 

pumped the river water up to the top of the cliff by pipe. The water then would fall back into the 

river over the man-made falls and artificial ponds.3 

The city prepared to open the mechanized falls in early June 1987, planning a three-day 

dedication celebration. The famed weathercaster Willard Scott planned to oversee the ceremonial 

opening on national television. But floodwaters threatened to delay the opening. On Monday 

June 1, 1987 floodwaters on the Big Wichita River submerged part of the falls, disallowing use 

of the pump so that water could not be pumped to the top. The waters failed to recede by the day 
                                                
2 Jody Cox, “Where is the Falls,” Wichita Falls Times, Sunday Morning, December 3, 1978, Page 1B in Wichita 
Falls, Texas” Vertical File, Center for American History, Austin, Texas. 
 
3 John Pronk, “After Nature’s Blow, City Built New Falls,” Travel Section, Second Editon, Page 4I, Dallas Morning 
News, Sunday, November 27, 2005 and Kent Biffle, “NEW LIFE PUMPED INTO WICHITA FALLS- City to 
Make Reality Fit the Name Again,” Texas & Southwest Section, 41A, Dallas Morning News, Sunday, May 25, 
1986. 
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of the ceremony so the city hooked water hoses to fire hydrants and let the water from the hoses 

run over the stones.4   

The Wichitans negotiated with nature for the existence of a waterfall—a falls that could 

be turned on and off depending on the river’s mood—its level and turbidity. The river had taken 

the natural and man-made falls in the past but now the people of Wichita Falls had a mechanized 

man-made falls to lend credit to their place name. The Wichitans used the knowledge of the local 

environment to build a structure that offered a sustainable existence. When people in the past had 

ignored the variables of the local ecology, the river reclaimed its dominance. After several 

attempts to tame the river, the people of Wichita Falls realized they had to live within the limits 

of the river to negotiate a sustainable existence. 

The history of the falls of Wichita Falls highlights the main theme of the environmental 

history of the upper Red River. The people of the upper Red River never conquered the 

environment.  Instead they negotiated eventually an existence based on local environmental 

realities. Development required knowledge of the local environment. Humans pushed the 

ecological limits but nature played a central role in the outcome always. Over the long term 

humans, as part of the ecosystem, negotiated an existence with nature that revealed a mutual 

relationship between man and nature—one where neither the environment nor man dominated.  

Instead humans worked within the ecosystem and found natural limitations and balances.  

Ranchers learned the carrying capacities of their ranges. They learned the consequences 

of overgrazing and mesquite overgrowth. Irrigators discovered surface irrigation on the Rolling 

Plains did not work on a large scale. Instead of 100,000 acres of irrigated vegetables, the 

landscape could support only a few thousand acres of feed and pasturage.  Boosters learned that 

                                                
4 “FLOODING WON’T HALT DEBUT OF WICHITA FALLS WATERFALL,” 12D, Dallas Morning News, 
Wednesday, June 3, 1987; John Pronk, “After Nature’s Blow, City Built New Falls,” Travel Section, Second Editon, 
Page 4I, Dallas Morning News, Sunday, November 27, 2005 
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it was not quantity of water but quality that mattered when developing irrigation and drinking 

water resources. Man learned but it took many hard lessons. As long as humans ignore 

knowledge of the local environment, the consequences and ramifications will prove to be 

destructive and costly. 
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RED EARTH, SALTY WATERS: A HISTORY OF ENVIRONMENTAL KNOWLEDGE 
INTHE UPPER RED RIVER BASIN 

 
 

By Jahue Eargle Anderson, Ph.D., 2009 
Department of History and Geography 

Texas Christian University 
 

Dissertation Advisor: Dr. Todd Kerstetter, Associate Professor of History 
 
 

Humans required local ecological knowledge of the Red River basin when making 

community decisions. Many cultures ignored that knowledge causing serious social, political, 

and economic repercussions.  

The introductory chapter places the narrative within a historiographical and theoretical 

framework. Chapter two explores natural history, archeological records, Amerindian resources, 

and colonial Spanish and French written records to prove that humans have been agents of 

change in the upper Red River basin for millennia.  

Chapter three illustrates the nation state’s attempts from 1803 to 1860 to make the 

environment and cultures of the Red River basin more “legible.”  

Chapter four details the contest for the plains of the upper Red River. Comancheros, 

buffalo skinners, traders, cattlemen, and Plains Indians all shared in that attempted conquest of 

nature and empire building.  

Chapter five focuses on vernacular architecture and human communities of the Red 

River. A review of the settlers’ actions allows for a ground level assessment of the interaction 

between society and environment.  

Chapter six, “Making Indians Follow The White Man’s Road,” looks at the contest for 

Amerindian resources from the reservation period through allotment (1867-2005). The 



underlying conflict between American Indians and Anglo Americans stemmed from the conflict 

over resources on the Red Rolling Plains, especially the Wichita Mountains. 

The seventh chapter entitled “The Irrigated Valley” moves to the Texas side of the river 

and details development of the Big Wichita River, a major tributary of the upper Red River, 

during the Gilded Age and Progressive Era (1880-1930). The chapter underscores the 

relationship between local elites and political ecology, the intersection at which history, politics, 

and ecology meet.  

Chapter eight, “An Incomplete Conquest,” explores the real ecological limitations 

“upbuilders” faced when trying to attain an agrarian vision for development of the Big and Little 

Wichita rivers (1930-2001).  
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